









[image: Special Educational Needs: An Evidence-Informed Guide for Teachers]



























[image: Special Educational Needs: An Evidence-Informed Guide for Teachers]
























First Published 2021


by John Catt Educational Ltd,
15 Riduna Park, Station Road, 
Melton, Woodbridge IP12 1QT


Tel: +44 (0) 1394 389850
Email: enquiries@johncatt.com
Website: www.johncatt.com


© 2021 John Catt Educational


All rights reserved.


No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a
 retrieval system, transmitted in any form or by any means,
 electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise,
 without the prior permission of the publishers.


Opinions expressed in this publication are those of the
 contributors and are not necessarily those of the publishers
 or the editors. We cannot accept responsibility for any
 errors or omissions.


ISBN: 978 1 912906 40 6


Set and designed by John Catt Educational Limited

















WHAT IS researchED?


researchED is an international, grassroots education-improvement movement that was founded in 2013 by Tom Bennett, a London-based high school teacher and author. researchED is a truly unique, teacher-led phenomenon, bringing people from all areas of education together onto a level playing field. Speakers include teachers, principals, professors, researchers and policy makers.


Since our first sell-out event, researchED has spread all across the UK, into the Netherlands, Norway, Sweden, Australia, the USA, with events planned in Spain, Japan, South Africa and more. We hold general days as well as themed events, such as researchED Maths & Science, or researchED Tech.


WHO ARE WE?


Since 2013, researchED has grown from a tweet to an international conference movement that so far has spanned six continents and thirteen countries. We have simple aims: to help teaching become more evidence-facing; to raise the research literacy in teaching; to improve education research standards; and to bring research users and research creators closer together. To do this, we hold unique one-day conferences that bring together teachers, researchers, academics and anyone touched by research. We believe in teacher voice, and short-circuiting the top-down approach to education that benefits no one.


HOW DOES IT WORK?


The gathering of mainly teachers, researchers, school leaders, policymakers and edu-bloggers creates a unique dynamic. Teachers and researchers can attend the sessions all day and engage with each other to exchange ideas. The vast majority of speakers stay for the duration of the conference, visit each other’s sessions, work on the expansion of their knowledge and gain a deeper understanding of the work of their peers. Teachers can take note of recent developments in educational research, but are also given the opportunity to provide feedback on the applicability of research or practical obstacles.
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FOREWORD






BY TOM BENNETT


As a rookie teacher 100 years ago, I was immediately struck by the breadth of demand in the comprehensive classroom. Some students tore into every task almost before I’d set them; some struggled to begin and teared up at the thought of completing them; some barely tried, or tore up the books instead. To the beginner, it’s easy to attribute every behaviour or misbehaviour to the student’s intentions and imagine that everything a student does is done because they have deliberately, rationally and carefully chosen to do so. It’s easy to fall into this mistake.


But mistake it was. In my very first lesson I learned a lesson of my own; some students performed and behaved the way they did because they enjoyed the advantages of circumstance and were free to make the choices they did. Some struggled with impediments that weighed heavily on their actions, such as stress, abuse, bullying, mental health issues and more. They wrestled with burdens that tipped the scales of their choices, and in ways that those more fortunate could barely guess. And then there were students who coped – or sometimes didn’t – with circumstances that reduced or limited their choices, such as neurological impairments. It was clear that the image of the perfectly free, rational actor in the classroom, was often a myth.


And every teacher must remember this. We do not sign up to teach only some children, or children that are easy to teach. If this is your ambition, comprehensive or state sector education is likely not your best path. But if you are dedicated to teaching children in all of their moments, and through all circumstances whether they be carefree or challenging, then you will find the role of a teacher one of the most satisfying in the world. All children, whatever their beginnings, are capable of going further, and helping to make that happen is an honour and a great responsibility.


But often the most disadvantaged students suffer from a disadvantage that also can affect all students: teaching strategies that are not evidence-informed. This is a problem throughout the estate of education, and prompted the creation of researchED itself. But the sleep of reason produces monsters, and when we surrender our practice to hunches and instinct and voodoo and folk teaching, well… We might get lucky and find that the strategies work. Or we might not. But what we won’t know is why something helped and how we can replicate or improve that success. Teaching is not a hard science, but it is also not purely an art form. When we teach in ways that merely appeal to us rather than because we have strong reasons to believe they are suitable and efficient, then we practise a disservice on the students, who expect and deserve better.


And when we do so with students who are already disadvantaged, then we doubly disadvantage them. We can do much better. As this book beautifully curated by Karen Wespieser shows, the field of education for children with special educational needs is broad and complex, and in places suffers from a deficit of research bases. At times it leans, like many other areas of education, heavily into fancy, snake oil psychology and fiction. But sometimes it provides us with enormously useful strategies that we can use in individual circumstances as well as more universal ones. It supports us by helping our practice to be evidence-informed rather than evidence-based, and that makes all the difference. Especially to those of our learners who need it the most. We need to celebrate our burgeoning understanding of what processes help children with complex or challenging needs, and embrace with enthusiasm the conversations about evidence, scientific enquiry, and the fruits of our emergent understandings. Never before has it been more important to not simply ask ‘What works?’ but ‘When do things work, and when do they not? And by how much? And to what end? And at what cost? And with whom?’ I never said this was going to be easy. But I can tell you that it is entirely worth it.


Tom Bennett


Founder, researchED
Series editor

















INTRODUCTION








What this book covers (and what it doesn’t)


It was an honour to be invited to compile and edit the researchED book on SEND, but as always with these types of projects there was a worry in the back of my mind that it could be a poisoned chalice.


Although I have worked in the SEND education sector, I would not call myself an expert in SEND. I do know a thing or two about research and evidence though so aimed to pin this book on that expertise instead.


A book on SEND can be arranged in many ways and could include a multitude of topics. As many of the contributors to the book argue, SEND is often a very personal topic and can be deeply rooted in individual cases. It can therefore be difficult to draw common themes both from research and from experience.


As a starting point I wanted to avoid talking in too much depth about individual conditions – it is likely that in your class you have a learner with literacy difficulties, a learner with an autistic spectrum disorder, a learner with mental health challenges. For these cases and for others that you will come across in your teaching career, I suggest that you look at the specialist literature. One chapter in a general SEND book is not going to be enough to help you support your learner, so we haven’t tried.


Instead, I reverted to a slightly dated – but still widely considered useful – way of thinking about SEND to organise the book. The ‘wave’ approach takes you through universal provision (what every teacher should be doing in every classroom for those with SEND and it will probably work well for those without too); targeted provision (still within mainstream schools, but encompassing specific pedagogies or interventions); and specialist provision (provided by specialist staff or specialist schools).


Alternatively, the book can also be read according to the evidence base that underpins each chapter as depicted in the table below.


















	Quantitative SEND data


	Chapter 1


	How many learners with SEND are there?







	Chapter 5


	Maximising the role, contribution and impact of teaching assistants







	Chapter 11


	Alternative provision and SEND







	Literature and meta-studies on SEND


	Chapter 2


	Putting research evidence to work in SEND







	Chapter 3


	What is inclusive teaching and how do you know if you’re doing it?







	Chapter 7


	No SENCO is an island







	Chapter 10


	Single, separate and surprising souls: the past, present and future role of research in SEND







	Collecting, sharing and using SEND data


	Chapter 4


	Dual coding: the big wins for learners with SEND







	Chapter 6


	One-page profiles: creating your own evidence







	Chapter 8


	SEND in practice







	Chapter 9


	Evidence-informed special schools: do we have enough evidence?










SEND is also, to an extent, a cultural phenomenon. The very terminology is different even within the four countries of the UK (for example SEND is referred to as Additional Support for Learning in Scotland). It is for this reason that – despite researchED being an international movement – this book focuses on England, certainly regarding national statistics (chapter 1 and chapter 11). Chapters about collecting, sharing and using SEND data with a wider range of evidence or experience will hopefully be of more use in a wider range of contexts.







The evidence base


If much of the evidence base in education is still half-baked, the evidence base in SEND is raw. Despite the medical nature of some SEND there is limited robust evidence on how best to support these learners educationally. As Barney Angliss explains in chapter 10, few trials include learners with SEND or special schools and the Education Endowment Foundation (EEF) have only just begun their first set of SEND-focused work.


Because of this, compiling this book was perhaps not as easy as some of the others in the researchED series. Evidence-informed approaches do not seem as prevalent among SEND practitioners; whether this is a cause or effect of the sparsity of evidence cannot be known.


Despite this, all the authors in this book have endeavoured to evidence their arguments and provide a clear research base for their approaches. You will notice however, a number of sources being repeatedly referenced, highlighting the sparsity of good-quality evidence in this field of education. I hope this book will begin to change this.







Common themes


Across the 11 chapters of this book, three themes in particular seem to keep occurring: high-quality teaching, the importance of the appropriate deployment of teaching assistants to support learners with SEND, and the need for clear communication and partnership with the parents of learners with SEND.







‘High-quality’ teaching


The importance of ‘high-quality’ teaching as the first response when supporting children and young people with SEND is underlined in the SEND Code of Practice (DfE, 2015), and features in a number of chapters of the book. For example, it is one of the eight areas investigated by Cullen et al. for the EEF Evidence Review that I recommend as essential reading in my overview of SEND evidence in chapter 2. Yet its frequent use does not mean that it’s an uncontested term. In chapter 7, Nicole Dempsey provides this succinct definition of high-quality teaching:




We know what a high-quality education looks like too because we do it every day for our learners who are not identified as SEND.





Katherine Walsh meanwhile dedicates much of chapter 3 to exploring what the term means in practice. She emphasises that teachers should adapt their teaching before considering pull-out interventions and reminds us of evidence that learners’ attainment is ‘strongly affected by the quantity and pacing of instruction’. Ultimately, Katherine recommends careful planning of lessons to ensure all children and young people have the opportunity to learn.


Similar approaches are recommended by Cassie Young in chapter 8 as she traces back the roots of high-quality teaching to ‘quality first teaching’ and the National Strategies.







Teaching assistants


The evidence base around the deployment of teaching assistants (TAs) is explored in detail by Rob Webster and Matthew Parker in chapter 5, but their role in supporting learners with SEND is also picked up in chapter 2 in relation to training in interventions and in EEF review and guidance documents, in chapter 3 as part of a discussion of inclusive teaching, and in chapter 8 in real-life examples of deployment based on learner need.


Webster and Parker refer to TAs as ‘the currency of SEND provision’. It is hard to tell whether their frequent citation in this book is due to this bedrock position in the SEND landscape, or because it is one of the main areas, related to SEND, where there is a systematic evidence base. Either way, it is clear that they have an important role to play and it is crucial that SEND practitioners have a clear understanding of the evidence on how best to deploy them.







Parents


The EEF (2021) state taht ‘parents play a crucial role in supporting their children’s learning, and levels of parental engagement are consistently associated with better academic outcomes.’ Yet there is surprisingly little robust evidence on which approaches are most effective in improving parental engagement (Turner, 2018). However, as a common theme in this book, it appears that it is a strong hypothesis that this is even more important when it comes to SEND. Indeed, in his re-imagining of SEND research (chapter 10), Barney Angliss makes a strong case for greater inclusion of parental data within education research itself.


The role of parental engagement comes through in a number of other chapters too: Kenny Wheeler devotes an entire section to the role of parents in chapter 6 explaining the importance of engaging with parents as part of collecting holistic data on a young person’s life. In chapter 8, Cassie Young provides examples of the importance of structured conversations with parents and in chapter 9, Sabrina Hobbs gives worked examples of parental engagement in her special school setting.


As with the evidence base around TAs, it’s hard to make a call on the direction of causality of this theme. But as an intervention that is frequently at low or no cost, it is certainly an area that ought to be within the research-informed playbook of every SEND practitioner.







A note on language


The language of SEND can be tricky; there are a lot of acronyms and a constant fear that you might not be being politically correct. One of the initial problems that you hit when writing about special educational needs is when and where you include ‘disability’. SEN or SEND? For the sake of simplicity, I have taken the editorial decision to refer to SEND throughout except when writing about SEN Support (as that has a specific meaning of its own). For an editor, consistency is king, so that is the term used in each chapter of this book.


Where there is no specific reference to a phase of education, we have used the term ‘learner’ rather than student or pupil as this is a more generic term that applies to all areas of education. Again, this is primarily for consistency.


Finally, I have not asked contributors to spell out every abbreviation as (I hope) you will be reading the book as a whole! Instead, you can find a glossary of the abbreviations used at the end of this book.
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PART 1



THE BIG PICTURE





This section sets the scene of SEND education in England. Richard Selfridge looks at the number of learners with SEND in England and trends over time and Karen Wespieser provides an overview of the evidence base introducing some of the key meta-studies and guiding the reader in the basics of evidence-informed SEND practice.

















1. HOW MANY LEARNERS WITH SEND ARE THERE?






RICHARD SELFRIDGE




Teacher, researcher and self-confessed data geek Richard Selfridge looks at the big picture of SEND provision in England. Using a rich DfE dataset, Richard helps put into context the changing SEND need in the education system.


As is frequently noted, every teacher is a teacher of SEND, and Richard’s reminder that nine out of 10 learners with SEND are in mainstream schools makes clear why this maxim is so important. However, Richard’s analysis also highlights how the primary area of need of learners with SEND varies by phase and school type; understanding this may help teachers prioritise and recognise the educational needs they may most likely be called upon to support.





The DfE’s annual collection and publication of data about learners with SEND is a great source of information about how many learners have SEND, what type of school they attend and what their primary area of need is. Using this data, we can track changes over time and investigate trends in SEND and SEND provision.




The Special Educational Needs (SEN) Information Act (2008)


Since 2009, the UK government has published statutory data detailing the number of children within the English school system known to have special educational needs and disabilities above and beyond their peers. The SEN Information Act (2008) requires the Secretary of State to publish information about children in England with special educational needs to help improve the wellbeing of these children. The first data was published in 2009, and annual data is released each July.


The data is collected each January as part of the annual school census. Headteachers or SENCOs are asked how many learners in their school have SEND and to record the ‘primary area of need’. This means that while the number of learners with SEND are recorded with a relatively high degree of accuracy, the need of the learner may not be, as issues such as comorbidity and accuracy of assessment are not taken into account.


The data covers special schools in both the state and independent sectors: state-funded mainstream nursery, primary and secondary schools, as well as pupil referral units (PRUs) and schools in the independent (non-government funded) sector. The data includes children aged from 0 to 17, with a small number of children aged 18 (0.25% of the school population) and 19+ (0.006% of the school population).


Since 2015, children have been classified as either having an Education, Health and Care Plan (EHCP) or requiring SEN Support. EHCPs are awarded by Local Authorities (LAs) if a child is deemed to need more support than is available through SEN Support. SEN Support is provided within a school setting and is provided by the school.







How many learners with SEND are there in England?


In January 2020 there were 1.37 million learners with SEND in England’s schools. These children represented just under one in six (15.5%) of the school learner population. There were 294,800 learners (3.3%) with EHCPs for children deemed to need more support than is available through SEN Support in schools, and 1,079,000 learners (12.1%) receiving SEN Support (additional support for children with special educational needs but without EHCPs) in schools.







The majority of learners with SEND are educated in mainstream schools in England


In total nine out of 10 learners with SEND are educated in mainstream schools, although this falls to 55.3% of learners with EHCPs. 9.5% of learners with an identified SEND were educated in special schools for learners with SEND. Special schools cater primarily for those with autism spectrum disorders (684 schools), severe learning difficulty (561 schools) and moderate learning difficulty (537). Schools may be approved for more than one type of provision.


Just under half (44.7%) of learners with EHCPs and 1.1% of learners receiving SEN Support were being educated in special schools in 2020. 1% of learners with SEND were educated in PRUs although those with SEND make up 81% of all learners in PRUs. Around one in 14 (7.1%/98,079) learners with SEND are educated in the independent sector.







The percentage of children with EHCPs is beginning to rise


In each year from 2007 to 2017 the number of learners with EHCPs (or Statements of special educational needs prior to 2015) represented 2.8% of the school population. 2018 saw a small increase, with 2.9% of learners having EHCPs. 2019 saw a further increase, with 3.1% of learners having EHCPs. In 2020, 3.3% of learners had EHCPs.


It should be noted that, unlike the surprisingly static percentage of children in England with EHCPs in the 10 years to 2017, the school population was more volatile, growing 11% between 2009 and 2018 (from 8,092,280 to 8,890,345).
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Source: DfE (2021) Special educational needs in England and DfE (2018) Special educational needs in England: January 2018.










But the number of children classified as needing SEN Support has varied over time


The fluctuations in SEN Support (School Action and School Action Plus prior to 2015) are clearly much greater than those for children with EHCPs. The mean number of children in this category was 1,483,453 between 2007 and 2019. The peak year – 2010 – saw almost 500,000 more children in the SEN Support category than at the low point of 2016 (despite there being 450,000 more children in the school system in 2016 compared to 2010).








Primary areas of SEND need in the English school system



Learners with SEND are classified by their primary area of need. There are four broad areas of need in the SEND Code of Practice:




	Communication and interaction.



	Cognition and learning.



	Social, emotional and mental health.



	Sensory and/or physical needs (DfE, 2015).




















	Summaries of areas of need







	
Communication and interaction


Speech, language and communications needs (SLCN) – where learners have difficulty communicating with others


Autistic spectrum disorder (ASD) – where learners are likely to have difficulty with social interaction



	
Social, emotional and mental health (SEMH)


A broad category where learners may experience a wide range of social and emotional difficulties, including disorders such as attention deficit disorder or attachment disorder








	
Cognition and learning


Moderate learning difficulty (MLD) – where children learn at a slower rate than their peers


Severe learning difficulty (SLD) – where cognition difficulties are compounded by associated difficulties with mobility and communication


Profound and multiple learning difficulty (PMLD) – where learners are likely to have severe and complex learning difficulties, often in addition to physical disability or sensory impairment


Specific learning difficulty (SpLD) – where learners are affected by one or more specific aspects of learning such as dyslexia (reading and writing difficulties), dyscalculia (numerical difficulties) and dyspraxia (movement difficulties)



	
Sensory and/or physical needs


Hearing impairment


Visual impairment


Multi-sensory impairment – where learners have a combination of vision and hearing difficulties


Physical disability – where learners require additional ongoing support and equipment to access education











Any children who do not fit into the four broad categories may have SEND categorised separately as ‘other difficulty/disability’.







Changes by age, phase and school type


The percentage of children with EHCPs increases as learners progress through school. In particular, there are noticeable changes over time as children approach secondary school age, with steady increases through primary before a levelling off in secondary.
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Percentage of pupils with a statement or EHC plan by age and gender in state-funded primary, secondary and special schools, England (2018). Source: DfE (2018) Special educational needs in England: January 2018.





The primary areas of need also change as learners move through the education system. For example, while SLCN is the largest area of need in primary schools this does not feature in the top three areas of SEN Support in secondary schools (it appears fourth, with 47,574 learners in the category in 2018). The number of learners recorded within this category reduces each year as children progress through the school system, as can be seen below.




[image: Bar graph depicting the percentage of students with special educational needs in England, marking % of students on y-axis and year on the x-axis.]

Source: DfE (2021) Special educational needs in England.











In conclusion



While there has been a recent increase in the percentage of learners with EHCPs in England’s schools, the long-term picture has been consistent over time, with close to one in 30 children having high needs. In addition, one in every 10 learners has special educational needs or disabilities which require additional support over and above that which is provided for all children in the school system.


Within the overall category of SEND, there are large groups of learners with common needs and smaller groups of children requiring highly specific support. The picture changes over the course of the statutory education age range, with different needs both being met and becoming apparent as learners progress through school.
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