Area Special Schools in Leicestershire

…inclusion is not about all pupils being included in mainstream education, but all schools, working together as part of an inclusive education service to meet pupils` individual needs in the most appropriate setting

(NAHT, 2005)
Special schools have much to offer the wider education, health and social services communities, and it is time for their unique contribution to be recognised and valued.

DfES Special Schools Working Group, 2003

Introduction

[image: image1.wmf]This paper sets out the rationale for the development of area special schools in Leicestershire. Area special schools serving each of five areas of the county are a central focus of Leicestershire’s strategy for special educational needs.

The Importance of Local Provision

Children and families value local provision. Apart from reducing travelling costs and time, it allows children to stay in touch with their local community, and the community in touch with them. We seek to give families confidence that local area special schools can meet needs- without recourse to regional or national provision, some of which requires residential placement. The most local form of provision is the neighbourhood mainstream school, but it unrealistic to expect all needs to be met in mainstream schools. Area special schools offer a good compromise between specialism and localism. They also provide an important source of expertise for local mainstream schools to call upon.

The determination of whether pupils attend local provision is not simply a matter of Local Authority decree. Families have a pivotal role to play both via the statementing process and the SENDIST appeals process. The Local Authority must plan and market its system of provision in ways that maximise parental support. This cannot be done without their inclusion in the planning process.

Education by Category or Need?

Research, including a recent extensive review by Professor Anne Lewis of the University of Birmingham, has consistently failed to demonstrate what are known as aptitude-treatment interactions. These interactions are evident when particular teaching methods are shown to work better for one category of pupils with special needs than another. Of course, for individual pupils, different methods work for one pupil but not another, but the failure over several generations of researchers to demonstrate such effects at group level undermines the argument that different categories of special needs need different schools.

Special schools were set up first for deaf and blind pupils and later for those with learning difficulties on the assumption that different methods were appropriate for different groups. Indeed it wasn’t until 1971 that all children were brought within the education system. Before then, children with severe and profound learning difficulties were deemed ineducable.

Our special schools have developed very considerably, but their designations still bear the imprint of earlier times: schools for children with moderate learning difficulties, severe and profound learning difficulties, emotional and behavioural difficulties, etc.

What makes a special school special?

It is not sustainable to argue that special schools differ from one another and from mainstream schools in terms of the teaching methods employed with different groups of pupils. But nevertheless there is something deeply special about all special schools.

What sets them apart is a focus on the needs of the individual child, and a desire to adapt and adjust to individual need. Special school teachers are great problem solvers, they take an idea, and adapt over and over in different ways to engage different pupils. For some pupils, success in measured by momentary eye contact or object fixation in a forty minute lesson. In a special school environment, that success is as valued as any other achievement.

A typical teacher in a mainstream secondary schools will meet up to 300 pupils in a week of classes. The scope for individual planning and flexibility is limited. By contrast, it is suggested that the whole raison d’etre for special education is the capacity for the individualisation of learning and marking of achievement.

The National report of the special schools working group (http://www.teachernet.gov.uk/wholeschool/sen/schools/specialschoolswg/) mapped out a future programme of change for the special schools sector. The report proposes that special schools should increasingly cater for the growing population of children with severe and complex special educational needs; that they should be outward-looking centres of expertise and work more collaboratively with mainstream schools; and that the sector should go through a process of change in terms of leadership, teaching and learning, funding and structures and in the way in which they work with health, social services and other agencies which provide support beyond the classroom. (See appendix 1)

Inclusion as a Continuum of Provision not a Single Provision

The concept of Inclusion replaced the older term Integration over twenty years ago. The roots of the term lay in America where one or two states had legislated to close all special schools and educate all pupils in mainstream schools. In England, no LEAs have actually created fully inclusive systems in this sense. But for many, the term inclusion retains that radical overtone. Nearly all LEAs build special needs systems in the following types of provision:
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In Leicestershire, we reject this view of inclusion. Inclusion should not mean all pupils educated together. Rather, we view the hallmarks of inclusion as:

· Choice and flexibility for families over how pupils should be educated in more or less inclusive environments

· A variety of provisions working together with pupils able to make transitions as individual needs change

· Schools working together to meet the needs of all pupils

· All mainstream pupils experiencing the range of ability and disability

· Plans for all pupils with special needs towards more contact with their peers

· A continuous process of development in which barriers to achievement are identified and addressed

Features of Area Special Schools

Serving the Local Community

The first feature of area special schools is that they should start from a desire to serve a local community rather than a particular category of pupils. In Leicestershire- the communities are large:

The job description for the first head teacher post reflected this by including:

· to promote the school as a vibrant community while providing wider area support for SEN partnerships and inclusion

· to contribute to the development of area SEN provision within Leicestershire

Headteacher Birchwood Job Description, 2004
But the principle remains the same- all pupils with special needs in the area should be eligible for places, with judgements on priorities based on severity of need not category of need.

There are some important caveats.

· First, pupils with a primary need in the behaviour, emotional and social difficulty area are not educated in area special schools. 

· Second, preference must be given to those with more severe levels of need.

· Third, parental preference for provision outside areas in some instances will mean strict geographical based placement decisions would be inappropriate.

· Some pupils are best supported through joint placements involving both special and mainstream schools

A Focus on the Individual

In common with all special schools, area special schools go to great lengths to meet the individual needs of pupils through:

· an ethos which values achievement at all levels of attainment

· a focus on individual planning for pupils

· a significant element of individual and small group teaching for pupils

· a highly skilled workforce with a wide range of strategies and materials available to support learning

Continuous Pedagogical Development

A focus on the individual with complex needs brings with it a need to solve complex problems related to the engagement and teaching of pupils. Special school teachers are experts, and can share this with other teachers.

Some expertise derives from formal post-graduate training courses which enable staff to gain knowledge about developmental processes in general and more specific knowledge and understanding with respect to particular areas of SEN.

However, formal courses, although important sources of training, may not be always be the most appropriate opportunity, because much of the expertise is craft based (see below). The apprenticeship model- the opportunity to work alongside such experts, observe them in action, try out ideas under supervision, may be a more appropriate style of learning.

A Repository of Craft Skill and Confidence in Supporting Complex SEN

Craft based skills are those evident in day to day practice. They are not necessarily transferable into formal knowledge. They are to do with attitude, approach, pupil engagement, interaction and correction. Without craft skills, teachers will lack confidence in being able to support pupils with complex SEN.

A Desire to Support Mainstream Schools, Pupils and Teachers

The centre of expertise for special school teachers is their teaching craft with respect to pupils with complex needs. 

Area Administration: Signposting and Maintaining local services in a Network

Area administrator posts are being trialled in Melton and Hinckley. They about promoting the collaborative network of services so important ot both families, and SENCOs in mainstream schools.

The first post to be appointed was at Birch Wood. The role involves getting to know services in the area, and getting to know SENCOs in the four development groups in the area. In the short term, the postholder is helping the major service providers in the area from health, education, social services and the voluntary sector to know more about each other’s work. She is also helping to administer the outreach programme from Birch wood school. 

SENCOs in the area, should be able to ring her and ask her to point them in the direction of available services, give advice on referral procedures, or suggest other schools that have expertise in a particular area. Her contacts will enable her to advise on accessing other agencies- for example- where to go for advice on the Common Assessment Framework.

But she is not a teacher- she cannot give professional advice herself, and she cannot refer pupils to services on their behalf- but she can get a copy of the referral form that was carefully filed last term but can’t be found now. Similarly, she does not replace all the education support services schools work with. But she will be in regular contact with them and may have new information on how they are working. For example, a SENCO might have heard that the Student Support Service have a new referral form. They could either ring the service directly, or ask Shelley to get a copy of the form.

Basing area administrators in area special schools underlies the county’s desire to see special schools at the heart of the collaborative network for SEN.

Promoting Training for SEN in the Area

If craft skills, backed up by more formal training courses, are the heart of special school expertise, then the apprentice model of training is most appropriate. This involves trainees:

· having time to work alongside special school teachers in their classrooms

· being able to try out and refine skills with support and encouragement

· gaining confidence from doing

Working Locally to Achieve a Collaborative Network of Services

Families have for many years described a consistent need for joined up services to meet needs flexibly. But achieving this has proved to be very difficult. The slide below is helpful in indicating the developmental nature of relationship building that is needed between services in order to make this happen. Long term commitment is required.


Extended Care for Pupils

Extended school status matches very well with our desire to see special schools at the heart of a collaborative network for SEN.

Specialisms

The government have indicted an intention to extend specialist status to special schools. Special Heads have indicated an interested in the notion of a co-ordinated set of specialisms across Leicestershire Area Special Schools. Specialist status would enable individual schools to be at the cutting edge of national and international developments in complimentary areas. They would also enable families to feel confident that local provision could offer comparable provision to national centres of expertise.

Conclusion

Area special schools are at the heart of the Strategy for Special Educational Needs in Leicestershire. They serve a crucial role within the continuum of provision for pupils with special educational needs. They also have developing roles at the heart of multi-agency co-ordination, and support for mainstream schools. The inclusion agenda should not be seen as a threat to special schools, but as an opportunity to establish special schools at the heart of a co-ordinated multi-agency network of services for vulnerable children and families.

Charlie Palmer

21/6/05

Appendix 1: Report of DfES Special Schools Working Group (2003)

Executive Summary

VISION

1. Special schools in the maintained, non-maintained and independent sectors form an important part of our education system. Many of them have done an excellent job in providing education and maximising the potential of children with special educational needs (SEN). However, the advent of greater inclusion of children with SEN in mainstream schools has meant that many special schools have felt unclear about their future role. This report sets out a vision for the future role of special schools within the overarching framework of inclusion, and maps out a programme for change.

Key Principles

The Special Schools Working Group believes that, in articulating a future role for special schools, the following key principles should underpin future developments:

· To provide high quality education and care for pupils – in maintained, nonmaintained or independent schools – and demonstrate expertise in working with pupils with complex learning difficulties, behavioural difficulties and with sensory or physical impairments;

· To ensure effective partnership working between special and mainstream schools, the wider community, and health and social services, to meet the needs of children and young people and their families in a holistic way;

· To innovate in curricular development, and develop different ways of providing effectively for pupils with a range of SEN, and facilitating their inclusion into the mainstream;

· To have high expectations of all pupils with SEN, to raise levels of attainment and achievement;
2. We are committed to ensuring that all children with SEN receive a high quality education which enables them to be confident and effective learners. It is important for the quality of teaching and for the whole school environment to bring down barriers to learning for all pupils, and to enable children to have access to the curriculum. Children with SEN have vast potential: some of them are among the most academically able, and all have much to contribute to our schools and communities. It is important that our schools nurture and foster the talents of all pupils in a way which allows their achievements to be recognised and which celebrates diversity.

3. We want all pupils with SEN to develop to the maximum of their potential which in this context includes both academic achievement and a wider range of life and social skills. We can achieve this by:

a. Having high expectations;

b. Celebrating the full range of their achievements and valuing the pupils;

c. Developing opportunities to interact with and contribute to the wider

community, thus preparing them for adult life.

d. Breaking down barriers between pupils educated in mainstream and special schools, and between schools and further education (FE);

· To provide resource bases for teaching methods, resources, and ideas, for both special and mainstream schools;

· To be outward looking, seamlessly integrating specialist staff and SEN pupils into the wider community of schools;

· To include special schools in the full range of new policy initiatives coming from the Department. Policy initiatives will be specifically tailored for special schools – they should not be an ‘add-on’.
e. Supporting their families and recognising their understanding and knowledge of their children;

f. Joining up of the services provided by education, health and social services in a holistic way that meets the needs of the child and family.

4. The Working Group believes that all special schools – in the maintained, nonmaintained and independent sectors – need to deliver a high quality of education for their pupils. It is important, however, that they carry out this role within the wider framework of inclusion. And inclusion in this context is not just about the type and place of school, but about the wider inclusion experiences which all children with SEN are entitled to expect.

5. Children with SEN comprise a significant proportion of all children in our schools. Around 20% of children have some kind of special educational need at some point in their school career, and currently around 3% of children nationally have needs which are such as to warrant a statement (this figure varies between LEAs). There is evidence to suggest that the population of pupils with SEN is changing: on one hand, advances in medicine are allowing more children with complex health needs to survive well beyond school age; more children are being diagnosed with autistic spectrum disorders (ASD); and there is a growing number of children with severe behavioural,

emotional and social difficulties (BESD). Set against this the screening of newborn children for visual impairment (VI) and hearing impairment (HI) has allowed earlier intervention in these cases, which has reduced the impact of these disabilities.

6. We recognise that special schools are part of a spectrum of provision for children with SEN, and that they cannot change in isolation. Mainstream schools will have a growing role in providing education for children with SEN. It is important for all mainstream schools to work more closely in partnership and collaboration with special schools, including non-maintained and independent special schools. The Government’s diversity agenda offers an important opportunity and we want special schools at the heart of new federations and clusters of schools. Special schools have a vast wealth of knowledge, skills and experience which, if harnessed, unlocked and

effectively utilised by mainstream schools, can help ensure that inclusion is a success.

7. We want to see effective partnerships between health, social care and education in order to deliver integrated care and education in a holistic way for children and their families. Specialist services, including SEN support and advisory services, child and adolescent mental health services (CAMHS) and therapy services, play a key role. We believe that both the Department of Health’s (DH) National Service Framework (NSF) for children and the pilots of Children’s Trusts planned to begin later this year can make an important contribution in strengthening health and social services support for children with SEN and disability, particularly through special schools.

8. We want to see special schools take a leading role in helping mainstream schools develop more inclusive learning environments. We would like to see more use made of the expertise of special schools in developing innovative methods of curriculum delivery to meet the needs of pupils with a wide range of needs, as was highlighted by their adoption of the National Literacy and Numeracy strategies.

RECOMMENDATIONS

9. The Special Schools Working Group has looked at what specific measures might be introduced in terms of leadership, teaching and learning, funding and structures and support beyond the classroom to allow both special and mainstream schools to develop their role further.

10. With regard to leadership, we recommend that:

· The National College for School Leadership (NCSL) considers how to revise the standards for the National Professional Qualification on Headship (NPQH) to ensure they reflect the emerging new role of both special and mainstream schools and the wider inclusion agenda;

· The NCSL introduces an additional module in the HEADLAMP training programme to equip special and mainstream head teachers with a range of skills which will help them to move forward in their new role;

· Networks, including virtual networks, be developed in order that special school head teachers can mutually support each other and share best practice.

11. With regard to teaching and learning, we recommend that:

· The use and understanding of P-scales should be promoted, especially in mainstream schools, through tapping into the expertise that already exists in many special schools;

· Special school teachers take a leading role in the ‘Time for Standards’ agenda which updates the policy framework in England on school workforce remodelling, and sets out a proposed new role for support staff;

· A range of incentives be introduced to encourage more young teachers to enter the special schools sector;

· A range of teacher training initiatives be introduced to equip teachers with the knowledge, understanding and skills they need to teach children with SEN more effectively in both special and mainstream schools.

12. With regard to funding and structures, we recommend that the Department:

· In consultation with the SEN Regional Partnerships, carries out an audit of provision and services across regions to identify needs which are not being met, and any associated gaps in provision;

· Encourages LEAs to engage in a process of regional and sub-regional planning to determine and ensure the establishment of a range of provision that will meet the needs of children with low incidence and complex SEN;

· In the light of the audit promotes the establishment of regional centres of expertise which would aim to extend and improve educational practice for children with SEN across a particular area;

· Introduces inclusion indicators and inclusion marks for both mainstream and special schools;

· Promotes collaborative working between special and mainstream schools, through participating in twinning arrangements, federations and clusters;

· Introduces a new category of specialism within the Specialist Schools Programme for special schools;

· Promotes the use of more resourced provision in mainstream classes and SEN units on mainstream sites in a way that will encourage LEAs to consider introducing such provision when they come to reorganise their schools;

· Takes steps to encourage staff and pupil movement between special and mainstream schools, and greater partnership, outreach and dual placements;

· Ensures that Schools Forums have a role in the development of a market for SEN services by looking at the various providers –including non-maintained and independent special schools – the quality and consistency of provision and value for money considerations;

· Encourages LEAs to take advantage of the flexibilities in the current recurrent funding models to help facilitate greater staff and pupil movement between special and mainstream schools;

· Looks at how the current system of recurrent funding might be refined and

reconfigured to facilitate greater regional planning.

13. With regard to support beyond the classroom, we recommend:

· That the Disabled Children’s External Working Group within the NSF considers a range of measures to link special schools to initiatives flowing from the National Service Framework;

· That the Children’s Trust pilots test out models of multi-agency working which will benefit special schools and their pupils;

· That special schools should be encouraged to participate in the Extended Schools Programme;

· That the Office for Standards in Education (OFSTED), Commission for Health Improvement (CHI) and the Social Services Inspectorate (SSI) be asked to consider how they might join up to work more effectively to monitor and evaluate multi-agency working in a special schools context;

· That the Department monitors the service provided by the Connexions Service to young people with SEN in special schools, in liaison with the Learning and Skills Council.

14. The Working Group is clear that many of the proposals and recommendations in the report will have significant financial implications. The Working Group therefore recommends that disabled pupils and their providers should be a focus of the Spending Review 2004.

15. Finally, in drawing up these proposals and recommendations the Working Group thought it appropriate to consult focus groups comprised of other professionals working in the respective fields of education, health and social services together with parents, children and young people. The focus group reports are at Annexes C and D; the reports from parents, children and young people’s groups contain some memorable quotations. There were strong messages from the groups about seeing special schools and their pupils as part of a wider community and the need to have outreach activities; the role of learning support assistants; how the extended schools programme might be used to benefit children and young people in special schools; and some frustrations associated with the delivery of non-educational provision. Many of the messages from these groups are consistent with the broad thrust of

this report.

LOOKING TO THE FUTURE

16. A number of schools are already working in innovative ways which foreshadow many of the Working Group’s proposals and recommendations. The case studies in chapter 7 of the report describe the activities in which some of these schools are currently engaged.

17. In the coming years we see special schools as being, along with others, at the leading edge of the Government’s wider education agenda. We see them participating in the full range of Government initiatives and at the forefront of the wider education agenda. We see all types of special school – maintained, non-maintained and independent – working as equal partners with LEAs, mainstream schools, and other individuals and providers within health and social services. We see more head teachers and teachers choosing to join the sector because of the opportunities that are on offer, and because the sector is one with a secure and long-term future. Special schools have much to offer the wider education, health and social services communities, and it is time for their unique contribution to be recognised and valued.
Appendix 2: Birch Wood Inclusion Progression

Step 1: Regular whole school links within the community (ie museum, library, Christingle etc)

Step 2: Another class (Birch Wood) beyond normal curriculum links

Step 3: Mainstream students into Birch Wood- support in the classroom

Step 4: Linked 1:1 buddy peer support at Birch Wood

Step 5: Supported small group inclusive links with mainstream school

Step 6: Supported individual inclusive links with mainstream school

Step 7: Independent individual inclusive links with mainstream school

Step 8: Shared placement with either campus or local mainstream school

Mainstream class with specialist advice and additional help





Enhanced resource provision in mainstream school





Local special school





Residential special school





More Inclusive





Fewer Pupils








� See appendix 2 for example of progression route.
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