
 


2001bc66coverv05b.jpg



 

Teaching and Learning in Diverse and
Inclusive Classrooms

How can you develop effective teaching strategies so that all the children in your classroom are
included in meaningful and enriching learning experiences?

What can you do to help young people from diverse backgrounds achieve their full potential?
Addressing the wide variety of issues of diversity and inclusion routinely encountered in today’s

classrooms, this comprehensive text provides both a theoretical background and practical strategies.
Chapters from leading figures on inclusive education present and analyse the latest debates, research

studies and current initiatives, including considerations for teaching and learning, and conclude with
key questions for reflection and additional resources.

Moving beyond simple theory about diversity, to what this means for real teachers’ practice, the
contributions focus on issues relating to values and professional practice for teachers, emphasising inclusive
approaches and the importance of understanding the perspectives of learners. Topics discussed include:

� understanding inclusive education
� ethnic and cultural diversity
� challenging behaviour
� bullying
� gender identity and sexuality
� gifted and talented learners
� Gypsy, Roma and Traveller children
� special educational needs
� collaborative working in school
� the perspective of parents.

Designed to stimulate and strengthen teachers’ professional understanding, the book also reflects on
legislative duties, personal values, and the importance of listening to the voices of individuals who
experience disadvantage in educational settings.

Teaching and Learning in Diverse and Inclusive Classrooms is a key resource for teachers, supporting their
learning throughout their initial training and early professional development. It will also be of interest
to more experienced teachers interested in diversity and inclusion, particularly those mentoring NQTs
through their induction and Master’s-level studies.

Gill Richards is Director of Professional Development at the School of Education, Nottingham Trent
University. She teaches on the MA in Inclusive Education at NTU and delivers the new National
Award for SEN Co-ordination and CPD courses for teachers, in partnership with Nottinghamshire
Local Authority.

Felicity Armstrong is Professor of Education at the Institute of Education, University of London.
She is course leader for the MA in Inclusive Education and leader of the Inclusive Education Special
Interest Group.
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Foreword

Teaching and Learning in Diverse and Inclusive Classrooms is a twenty-first-century
book about inclusion, and Gill Richards and Felicity Armstrong are to be
congratulated for it. If you look at many books about inclusion from the
1990s, or about ‘integration’, which was the concern of policy makers and
commentators 20 years ago, you will find something very different from this
book. You will find discussion of ‘special educational needs’ that occludes an
understanding of where children and young people lie in relation to the
education system: there is almost a disembodiment of the child. The resolute
emphasis on ‘special educational needs’ somehow depersonalises the child.
By particularising the difficulties that children experience at school,

Richards and Armstrong reintroduce the person to the scene. With an unusually
well written collection of contributions, they create a tableau of characters
whom educators have difficulty dealing with, and in doing so they effectively
combine the theoretical with the practical – always a difficult task. They offer
not only understanding, but guidance on learning and teaching for these
young people.
I very much like the idea – running right through the book – of focusing

on communities of learners. This is a thoroughly contemporary approach to
learning: it is about the ways in which people identify with learning and with
what goes on in schools. We all learn every minute of the day, but if our
identity is not as a member of a community that shares the aspirations and the
motivations of others, then we fail to share the cultural richness of the wider
community of which we are part. This is surely what school is all about. By
looking at areas such as ethnicity, gender and sexuality, and at Gypsy, Roma
and Traveller children, the book’s contributors show how alienation happens
and point to ways in which participation is possible. In doing this they show
how ‘diversity’ can be more than simply a buzzword. They also implicitly
deconstruct ‘special educational needs’.
This focus on communities of learning is combined very nicely with a

review of important national initiatives and developments for promoting
inclusion and diversity, and these help the reader to understand what can be
done and where to go in seeking help.
I am really pleased to see the publication of this book. It marks a turning

point in the way that we think about inclusion, participation and diversity.
Gary Thomas

Professor of Inclusion and Diversity
School of Education, University of Birmingham
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Introduction

Felicity Armstrong and Gill Richards

This book is dedicated to all those starting out on a teaching career in challenging
times – and we also hope it will be useful and interesting to experienced
teachers. Our focus is on inclusive education, and the particular interpretations
and challenges relating to this concept from a number of different perspectives.
For us, inclusive education has multiple meanings and reaches into all aspects
of education, but it is based on some fundamental principles, as outlined by
Tony Booth:

We see inclusion as concerned with reducing all exclusionary pressures in
education and society, thus providing a dynamic relationship between the two
concepts. We view inclusion in education as concerned with increasing par-
ticipation in, and reducing exclusion from, the learning opportunities, cultures and
communities of the mainstream. Inclusion is a never-ending process, working
towards an ideal when all exclusionary pressures within education and
society are removed.

(Booth 2003: 2)

This approach, far from being utopian, recognizes that social and cultural change
requires both ideals through which to frame it, and an understanding of the
breadth, depth and complexity of social relationships and policy making in edu-
cation. Working towards inclusive education requires a continuous commitment
to critical examination of our own values, assumptions and practices, as well as
of those of others in the wider context of school and society. It also requires an
understanding of the many ways in which children and young people can expe-
rience exclusion and discrimination in education. This book aims to explore
some of these, and to suggest ways in which teachers and schools can try to prevent
barriers to participation from occurring. For us, understanding must include,
where possible, listening to the voices of ‘insiders’ who have direct experience of
questions relating to the issues under discussion. We have tried to ensure that the
voices of insiders are reflected in some of the contributions that make up this book.
Some chapters focus specifically on groups – such as Gypsy, Roma and

Traveller children, or asylum-seeking and refugee children. Others focus on



 

broader areas such as bullying, working with parents behaviour, and teachers and
teaching assistants working together for inclusion. You will also find chapters
that raise fundamental issues for inclusive education, such as human rights, and the
relationships between families, communities and schools. One purpose of this
book is to explore questions of diversity and inclusion in relation to teaching and
communities of learners, rather than focusing on a particular group of learners.
Our concern has been to provide a collection of chapters that challenge the
dominant notion that inclusive education is primarily the domain of ‘special
educational needs’. On the contrary – inclusive education is concerned with
all school members, regardless of difference, and with the wider communities
of which schools are a part. Difficulties in learning and barriers to participation
can arise for many different reasons, but the primary cause is the failure of
societies and of education systems to respond in positive ways to diversity –
not failures or deficits on the part of individual learners. In order to begin to
understand the barriers to participation, we cannot underestimate the importance
of listening to the voices of those who are primarily affected and excluded by
those barriers, and we need to think about what meaningful listening involves.
Tony Booth argues that:

The identification of inclusion with an aspect of student identity such as
impairment or ethnicity is self-defeating since students are whole people,
with multiple, complex identities. When it is associated with a devaluing
label such as ‘a child with special educational needs’ it involves a particular
contradiction. The inclusion in education of a child categorized as ‘having
special educational needs’ involves their de-categorization. Inclusion has to
be connected to the recognition to all aspects of diversity.

(Booth 2003: 2)

We agree with this position and also recognize that some groups in society
experience very particular kinds of discrimination and marginalization, which
need to be understood and addressed. So inclusive education concerns every-
body in and around school communities. Within these communities, there are
some children and young people whose identification with a particular group,
their appearance, situation or lifestyle, their prior experiences and aspirations,
may be misunderstood or constructed by others in particular ways that may be
negative and may lead to the creation of barriers to their full participation and
sense of wellbeing and belonging. We believe that teachers need to under-
stand, as far as possible, the perspectives and experiences of all learners as
individuals and as members of their communities, and we hope this book will
prove to be a valuable contribution in developing this understanding.
The chapters in this book represent different interpretations of inclusion

and different understandings of the underlying barriers to participation and
approaches to overcoming these. These interpretations reflect our individual
perspectives as editors and those of the individual authors, and mirror some of
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the differences, and even contradictions, that are evident in recent policies and
practices. We are united, however, in wanting to explore and understand the
conditions and processes that contribute to inequalities and marginalization in
the classroom as they affect individuals, groups and school communities. This
is not a book that seeks to present a ‘unified view’ on issues, but it represents
the diversity of values, preoccupations and experiences that we, as a group of
contributors, bring to our writing. We have not used our editorial powers to
smooth over differences and impose our own voices on contributions.
Nevertheless, during the process of editing this book, the question of the use
of labels and their effects has arisen frequently. This has led us to an increased
awareness of the embeddedness of labels and how they have become a kind of
globalizing shorthand in many sectors, which lumps groups of children together
on the basis of a defining characteristic as perceived by powerful others. We
have had many discussions about this between ourselves as editors, and with
individual contributors by email, and questions and new insights have emerged
about the language we use to describe others, and about why some ways of
talking about others have more negative connotations than others.
Contributors were invited to review some important debates, research studies

and recent initiatives relating to their area, with a focus on developing
new teachers’ understanding of issues, classroom practice, and considerations
for teaching and learning. Each chapter concludes with two or three questions
for teachers to reflect upon and a short list of additional resources for further
study. We seek to move beyond broad discussions of ‘diversity’ and inclusive
education, to a focus on what these mean for schools and for teachers’ practices
in the classroom. Diversity and inclusion are not issues that can simply be
taught as subjects; they involve reflection on personal values and professional
understanding and engagement.
We hope this book will provide a key resource for teacher education and,

in particular, provide support for new teachers. In reading it, you may find
your own prior assumptions challenged – but this can be a positive and fruitful
experience in opening up new insights and possibilities for happier and more
equitable relationships in the classroom and in the community.

Structure and content

Teaching and Learning in Diverse and Inclusive Classrooms is made up of 14
chapters, which address different aspects of, and issues relating to, inclusive
education diversity, and teaching and learning.
In Chapter 1, Felicity Armstrong discusses the meanings and principles of

inclusive education, and the ways in which these can be translated into school
cultures, teaching and learning. She draws out some of the difficulties and
constraints that schools and teachers have to negotiate, and considers some
core values that are necessary for the development of inclusive thinking and
practices.
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In Chapter 2, Marjorie Smith explores sexuality and gender identity in
relation to children and young people, and their experience of education.
Drawing on some examples, she shows how this area of inclusion presents
special challenges for schools and teachers, yet it is an area where comparatively
small shifts in attitude and practice can bring about extraordinary benefits in
the achievements and wellbeing of a significant number of individuals. ‘Sexuality’
is routinely ignored in debates about inclusive education, and this chapter
makes a powerful contribution to addressing this important and invisible subject.
Chapter 3, by Neil Duncan, explores bullying from the perspective that

schools are powerful systems that can inadvertently support, or even produce,
bullying behaviours. Neil argues that teachers need to move beyond a
common but simplistic way of looking at bullying that focuses entirely on
children as the problem. The chapter considers some of the implications of
this, and suggests ways of reducing the negative impact of schooling on pupils’
social relations.
In Chapter 4, Chris Derrington introduces questions relating to inclusive

education in relation to Gypsy, Roma and Traveller children and young
people and their communities. She explains the importance of understanding
cultural differences, and explores some of the possible barriers to participation
that can arise in schools, particularly in relation to these communities, and
ways in which these can be overcome.
Chapter 5, by Steve Bartlett and Diana Burton, covers a brief review

of research and past initiatives relating to boys’ and girls’ aspirations and
achievement. It explores a range of current gender-specific initiatives and the
impact these can have on pupils. It reflects on current curriculum and social
issues that affect participation and achievement, identifying considerations for
teachers as they plan for their learners.
Chapter 6, by Raphael Richards, explores the ethnic diversity that exists in

classrooms across Britain today. The chapter starts by considering the needs of
Black and minority ethnic children and those with English as an additional
language, drawing out issues of community and personalization of lessons.
Much of ‘Not in my image’ is about building positive relationships, so readers
are called upon to reflect on what they, as individuals, will bring to the class-
room. The chapter seeks to help new teachers to enter the classroom ready to
be champions for young people from diverse ethnic backgrounds.
Chapter 7, by Mano Candappa, is about asylum-seeking and refugee children

and their experiences in British schools. The chapter explains how these stu-
dents are among the most marginalized in our society, and even among their
peers at school. They are often ‘invisible’ within schools, yet they desperately
need the school’s support to help them get on with their lives. The challenge
for schools is how best to support them whilst not taking agency away from
them. The chapter argues that the inclusive school that adapts in order to
respond to the diversity of its community is the most supportive environment
for asylum-seeking and refugee students.
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In Chapter 8, Gill Richards considers issues of teaching and learning raised
by the increasing inclusion of learners identified as having ‘special educational
needs’ in mainstream classrooms. It reviews the need for such labels in inclu-
sive schools and the impact these have on teachers’ expectations and
practice. The chapter draws on recent initiatives, reflecting on the impact
these have on new teachers, and explores strategies for increasing teachers’
confidence.
Chapter 9, by Roger Moltzen, introduces the concept of ‘gifted and

talented’ and discusses how some students who may be categorized in this way
are potentially vulnerable and underachieving. It reviews different strategies
used by schools to meet their learning needs, in particular exploring how these
learners can successfully be included within ordinary classrooms, and how
teachers can provide positive, inclusive support.
In Chapter 10, Jackie Scruton presents a brief review of research, legislation

and policies concerning students who are perceived as ‘challenging’ within
educational settings. She explores barriers that contribute to young people’s
disenfranchisement, and considers the role of teachers and schools within this.
The chapter draws on a range of initiatives currently used in schools to
respond to behaviour that is seen to be difficult, using these to suggest ways in
which teachers can work positively with learners and other professionals.
In Chapter 11, Vikki Anderson briefly traces the historical development of

teaching assistants in educational settings, and explores the current range of
roles they undertake in schools. She considers the working relationship
between teachers and teaching assistants, focusing on recent studies and
policy initiatives. In particular, she examines how this key relationship may
affect the quality of learners’ experiences, identifying implications for teachers’
roles.
Chapter 12, by Alison Patterson, briefly explores the range of educational

agencies that support teachers in schools, and then focuses on the key roles
involved in supporting inclusion. It considers expectations different educa-
tional professionals have of each other and how these link to individual
responsibilities and affect children’s inclusion. The chapter draws on a study of
the expectations teachers and support service staff have of each other to make
suggestions for working effectively in partnership.
In Chapter 13, Michele Moore examines the positioning of parents as allies

in the new teacher’s project of advancing inclusion. She provides an insider’s
perspective, exploring how relationships between parents and teachers can be
understood from her own point of view as a parent of two children with
impairments. She reflects on her experiences as a parent seeking to work
closely with teachers who are willing to see parents as allies, but she also writes
from the viewpoint of a professional working with teachers on best practice in
inclusive education. The approach Michele puts forward in this chapter is, she
argues, effective in building positive relationships with parents of all children at
risk of, and at risk from, exclusion.
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Chapter 14, by Richard Rieser, examines some of the main issues facing
teachers in thinking about the values and practices that underpin inclusive
education from a global perspective, particularly in relation to disability.
However, in adopting a human rights and international perspective, a powerful
argument is developed that links all children and young people together as
having shared rights to participation in education in inclusive schools. The
chapter explores the relationships of the social and medical models of disability
with different educational structures and practices, demonstrating that a ‘deficit
view’ of children has serious consequences in terms of the failure to respect
children’s rights. The argument is put forward that a firm understanding of the
issues involved in responding to, and celebrating, difference is essential to the
development of effective inclusive teaching.

Reference

Booth, T. (2003) ‘Inclusion and exclusion in the city: concepts and contexts’, in Potts, P.
(ed.) Inclusion in the City: Selection, Schooling and Community, London: RoutledgeFalmer.
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Chapter 1

Inclusive education
School cultures, teaching and learning

Felicity Armstrong

To be asked to show that inclusion works is like being asked to show that equality
works. To promote inclusion involves judgments based on values, and there is no
reason to be apologetic about this.

(Thomas and Glenny 2002: 366)

Inclusive education is one of the most important, yet elusive, concepts to
emerge in the UK and internationally in recent years.1 It is an important
concept because, in its full interpretation, it represents a potentially profound
shift away from policies and practices based on selections according to per-
ceptions about ability, which have traditionally sanctioned the exclusion of
many learners from mainstream education. Inclusive education rests on the
belief that all members of the community have the right to participate in, and
have access to, education on an equal basis. However, it is an elusive concept
because it is the subject of many different interpretations, depending on who
is using the term, in what context, and for what purpose.
There is a persistent mismatch, in the UK context, between the apparent

intentions of one set of policies and what actually happens in practice (Dyson
and Gallannaugh 2007). This phenomenon should not be understood in some
crude sense as, for example, a ‘gap between policy and practice’. Rather, it
draws attention to the very complex nature of policy making and interpretation,
especially in the light of conflicting national and global policy agendas. Official
policy documents use the term ‘inclusion’ inconsistently, often linking it
specifically to policies relating to students with ‘special educational needs’, and
this is how the term is sometimes used in schools. In contrast, for others the
use of the term ‘inclusive education’ reflects the principle that inclusion con-
cerns everybody – all learners, and all members of the school, college and
wider community. Inclusion is

… fundamentally about issues of human rights, equity, social justice and
the struggle for a non-discriminatory society. These principles are at the
heart of inclusive policy and practice.

(Armstrong and Barton 2007: 6)



 

Tony Booth describes participation in the inclusive classroom in the following
terms:

It … implies learning alongside others and collaborating with them in
shared lessons. It involves active engagement with what is learnt and
taught and having a say in how education is experienced. But participation
also means being recognised for oneself and being accepted for oneself:
I participate with you when you recognise me as a person like yourself
and accept me for who I am.

(Booth 2003: 2)

These two perspectives complement each other. They are both underpinned
by a view of inclusive education as concerning all learners – not just one
group of students deemed to be ‘vulnerable’ or as ‘having special needs’. Tony
Booth emphasizes the importance of recognition as well as participation.
Recognition is concerned with ‘ … injustices which are understood to be
cultural (and) rooted in social patterns of representation, interpretation and
communication’ (Fraser 1999). Participation is about being a part of, and
belonging to, communities, and having equal access and rights with others.
Inclusive education demands both – that every child and young person has a
right to attend their local school or college (that is, all participate), and that all
members of the school and college, and of the wider community, have the
right to recognition in terms of who they are, their culture and beliefs,
appearance, interests, lifestyle and uniqueness. Inclusion recognizes, and is
responsive to, diversity and the right ‘to be oneself ’ in an open, shared and
democratic community. Inclusion, therefore, is a rather different concept from
integration, which focuses on how individual learners, or a group of learners,
might ‘fit in’ to a school or a class. Inclusive education implies a transforma-
tion in the social, cultural, curricular and pedagogic life of the school, as well
as its physical organization. Integration has, traditionally, referred to concepts
and practices relating to learners labelled as having special educational needs.
In the English context, the key difference between the concept of inclusion
and the concept of integration is that integration focuses on the perceived
deficits in the child as creating barriers to participation, whereas inclusion
situates the barriers to participation within the school or college, and within
social attitudes, policies and practices.
A major contribution to thinking in this area over the past decade has been

made by the work of the Centre for Studies on Inclusive Education and
through the Index for Inclusion (Booth and Ainscow 2002). The Index for
Inclusion provides materials that support schools in critically examining their
policies and practices, and guides them through a process of development
towards inclusive education. It is ‘about building supportive communities and
fostering achievement for all staff and students’ (ibid.). The Index for Inclusion is
not a blueprint or a checklist, but is an invitation to schools to engage with
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where they are now, and to move forward in a process of positive change.
The Index describes the processes involved as follows.

� Valuing all students and staff equally.
� Increasing the participation of students in, and reducing their exclusion

from, the cultures, curricula and communities of local schools.
� Restructuring the cultures, policies and practices in schools so that they

respond to the diversity of students in the locality.
� Reducing barriers to learning and participation for all students, not only

those with impairments or those who are categorized as ‘having special
educational needs’.

� Learning from attempts to overcome barriers to the access and participation of
particular students to make changes for the benefit of students more widely.

� Viewing the difference between students as resources to support learning,
rather than as problems to be overcome.

� Acknowledging the right of students to an education in their locality.
� Improving schools for staff as well as for students.
� Emphasizing the role of schools in building community and developing

values, as well as in increasing achievement.
� Fostering mutually sustaining relationships between schools and communities.
� Recognizing that inclusion in education is one aspect of inclusion in

society.
(Booth and Ainscow 2002)

The importance of transforming school cultures lies at the heart of these
processes. In the context of discussions about inclusive education, the notion
of school culture refers to the principles and practices that inform relationships,
curricula, pedagogy and the organization of schools and their connections
with, and recognition of, the communities they serve.

Inclusive practices and values

When thinking about particular contexts, such as policy making and inter-
pretation in a local authority or school, there are some key questions which
we need to ask in relation to the development of inclusive education.

� How and where are policies made in relation to teaching and learning, by
whom, and with what outcomes?

� Is inclusion understood as an ‘outsider coming in’, or is it seen as involving
a transformation of school and institutional cultures so that all comers are
accepted on a basis of equality?

� How can we identify and challenge the embedded cultural structures and
practices that sustain exclusion and bring about change in the social and
cultural relations of schooling?
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In this chapter, the principles and practices of inclusive education are approached
from the perspective of school cultures and the notion of ‘inclusive pedagogy’.
One of the most deeply embedded expressions of school culture is the way in
which teaching and learning are understood. We need therefore to think
about the values and processes involved in pedagogy, and to measure these
against the principles of inclusion. This involves asking the questions: to what
extent do teaching practices and the curriculum exclude, marginalize or
demean any groups of learners or individuals; and to what extent do they
recognize and draw on students’ own rich ‘funds of knowledge’ (Andrews and
Yee 2006) and experience?
Here it is helpful to think about the meaning of ‘pedagogy’. As Jenny

Corbett has pointed out (Corbett 2001), pedagogy is often used to refer to
how teachers transmit a curriculum to learners. It can also refer to the particular
teaching strategies they adopt in response to different contexts and learning
styles. In contrast, inclusive pedagogy involves the following:

� a recognition of individual differences;
� a valuing of cultural diversity;
� a conscious and visible commitment to fostering and promoting inclusive

values in all aspects of the life of the school, as well as in the classroom;
� a recognition and celebration of what the local community has to offer in

terms of supporting education and inclusion.

Of course, all the above are open to interpretation. Terminology such as
‘inclusion’, ‘participation’ and ‘citizenship’ can be used in very diverse and often
contradictory ways, and for different purposes. It reflects contextual variations
and concerns – cultural, geographical, economic and autobiographical. It is the
values that are at work and that underpin these variations which are important.
This involves, therefore, trying to define what we mean by ‘inclusive values’,
and any definition must be framed in cultural terms.
Inclusive values will take on different meanings in a monocultural, bicultural

or a multicultural setting – although even these descriptors are too simplistic to
encompass the complexities and heterogeneities that make up any ‘community’.
Similarly, the concept of inclusion will have particular meanings in contexts
such as nurseries, special schools, young offenders’ institutions, inner-city
schools, fee-paying private schools, and rural community colleges. To suggest
that inclusion only has meaning in the context of ordinary schools, which
welcome all members of the community regardless of difference, is, in the
present social and political context, to marginalize other settings in which
some teachers, support staff, children and young people may find themselves.
The implication of this would be to exclude some of the most marginalized
groups in society from the wider struggle for inclusion which, by definition,
has to encompass all members of society, regardless of the particular setting
they attend, or to which they are assigned.
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When carrying out research or a critical analysis of a school, researchers
and practitioners who focus first on issues relating to processes of inclusion and
exclusion in schools will try to understand the social and cultural nature of the
school, and to explore how this is translated into classroom practice. We could
describe this as starting at the macro level and moving to the micro level, to
see how broad contours and features translate into rich details – rather
like using the Google Earth navigation engine. At the micro level, there is a
need to examine critically how the values that are apparently espoused at
the macro level are translated and communicated at the level of the classroom,
and their impacts on the relationships and opportunities available to
individual learners. We also need to ask questions that explore inclusive values
from a number of different vantage points. The following section presents
examples of two schools, based on research in an inner city, in which an
apparent commitment to inclusive education and equal opportunities is
confronted by a number of contradictory values and practices. These two
small studies illustrate how pressures and constraints at work at the macro
level outside the school can work their way through to different levels of
school life.

Acorn Community School

Acorn School is a large comprehensive school, which prides itself on being an
inclusive community school with an ‘open door’ policy for ‘all’. It is situated
on a large, economically deprived housing estate on the edge of an industrial
city. The buildings are accessible to disabled people. In response to being put
under ‘special measures’ following an Ofsted (Office for Standards in Education)
inspection, the school has introduced a finely graded system of setting across
subjects, based on selection according to attainment, in an attempt to ‘raise
standards’. There is an active policy of ‘including’ students who are seen as
having behaviour problems in their attainment group and ensuring that the
lowest sets don’t become receptacles for those who disturb lessons. Examination
results are improving in the A–C band. A group of 11- and 12-year-olds
spoke about their learning. Some in the group complained that only the ‘top’
sets in Science ‘got to do experiments’; if you were in a lower set, you watched
the teacher carry out the experiment or copied notes and diagrams from the
board (surely a more abstract and therefore more demanding mode of learning
than the hands-on approach, for children of this age). One child who was in a
top set commented: ‘I like Science practical. You work in a group and it’s fun
and you want to do it. Anything that’s not fun, you don’t learn because it’s
boring.’ In the same school, it emerged that students in the top sets in their final
GCSE year were given course texts so they could study at home; these were
not provided for students in lower sets. Are these practices inclusive, and what
are the reasons underlying disparities and inequalities that may have an impact
on students’ learning?
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I raised some of these questions with a member of the senior management
team, who explained that if children were allowed to do practical experiments
in Science, they had to be ‘highly responsible’ and ‘careful’ or ‘valuable
materials could be wasted or damaged’. A similar explanation was put forward
for the policy on provision of course texts for home study: these are expensive
and there was ‘always a risk of books getting lost or damaged at home’, but,
he added, perhaps in the future more students would be able to take books
home. Embedded in these arguments are a number of factors that need to be
critically examined, including the possible effects of under-resourcing, and
pressure to increase the numbers of A–C grades at GCSE, on approaches to
teaching and learning and the strategic rationing of resources. But are these
constraints ever a justification for abandoning principles of fairness and equity?
A further element in the justifications provided for the unequal distribution of
resources in Acorn School is attitudinal; there is an implicit assumption that
students who are not in top sets will be less careful with equipment, or
even that their homes are more likely to be conducive to losing or damaging
books. This raises questions about how students’ identities are formed on the
basis of assumptions made about their home life linked to their academic
performance.
These examples may be fairly typical of the kinds of contradictory attitudes

and practices that occur routinely in schools in which policies at the macro
level, which are apparently inclusive in terms of stated policies on equality
issues, are contradicted at the less-visible micro levels of teaching and learning
and the provision of learning resources. These contradictions raise difficult and
uncomfortable questions, but the purpose of raising them is not to vilify
schools, which are often struggling to develop more equitable policies and
practices within an increasingly competitive and unforgiving system. On the
contrary, it is to shed light on some difficult issues that arise as a result of the
profound social inequalities and conflicting values that work their way through
schools and communities.

Sharrow School, Sheffield

In England, schools that claim, and demonstrate, a serious commitment to
inclusion and equality, and do not operate formal or informal selection policies,
are often to be found in the least economically advantaged areas, and they
tend to perform poorly in national tests in comparison with schools in wealthier
areas. Inclusive schools such as Sharrow Primary School in Sheffield (Abram et al.
2009) have an ‘open-door’ policy, and welcome all members of the community
regardless of disability or level of attainment. Its population includes children
‘in transition’, who are refugees, seeking asylum, or living in temporary
accommodation, and reflects the diversity of the area, with only 8% of children
in the school who speak English as a first language. The increase in
cultural and linguistic diversity, especially in towns and cities, is one of many
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outcomes of globalization which are transforming many schools and colleges
in the UK.
Sharrow School is fully accessible, and there is a serious engagement with

transforming curricula and pedagogical practices so that every child receives a
meaningful education. Scores in national tests are low and, although Ofsted
has praised the school for its inclusive response to diversity and its close links
with the local community, this praise is overridden by criticism of the school’s
performance in national tests, which are regarded in public reports as the only
‘real’ indicators of ‘achievement’.
The new school building, which the school moved into in September

2007, leaving behind its original, inaccessible Victorian building, was designed
in consultation between the architects, school and community members,
including pupils, who visited other schools and contributed ideas. It is entirely
accessible to disabled children and adults, both from the outside and internally,
with a central lift area and careful gradations between levels making ramps
unnecessary.
The school places much emphasis on equal opportunities policies, including

anti-racism policies, and runs regular pupil-led campaigns on, for example,
bullying and healthy eating, which all members of the school community are
involved in. There is a school council run by elected representatives from each
class, which meets regularly and reports back to its constituents. A current
campaign being run by the council concerns complaints about the quality of
school dinners, which are provided by a private company, and children have
organized protests against the poor quality of the food and small portions. The
practices of inclusion and equity are embedded in the daily life of the school.
For example, there is a system of ‘playground friends’ to ensure children are
not left out or victimized in the playground or in other aspects of school life.
Disabled children are welcomed into the school as a matter of course, and

there are policies and practices in place to ensure all children are able to par-
ticipate fully in learning and in every aspect of the life of the school. These
include developing supportive collaborative learning practices between groups
of children. There is a teacher with special responsibility for inclusion in the
school, although it is clear that all members of the school are collectively and
individually ‘responsible’ for inclusion.
In a sense, schools such as Sharrow Primary School function at the periphery

of the main system, often developing creative responses to diversity in their
local communities which, while enhancing opportunities for participation and
the creation of equitable school cultures, come into conflict with the demands
of the national curriculum and assessment. Research studies have shown how
pressures to improve scores on national tests have distorted the work of
schools, especially those seeking to promote inclusive policies and practices
(Florian and Rouse 2005; Ainscow et al. 2006). This is, perhaps, an important
indication of the ways in which schools themselves are left to develop strategies
in response to government policies that are potentially contradictory – some
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of which appear to support ‘inclusion’ while others are driven by a more
powerful agenda – that of performance in the global arena.

Inclusive pedagogy and learning theory

Let us turn now to the life of the classroom. Are there any theories of
learning, or ideas relating to education in general, that we can draw on to
help us develop understanding about our own teaching practices and
attitudes? You may have some ideas about this question based on your own
prior learning and experience. A possible theoretical framework that may
be helpful in thinking about inclusive pedagogy is that of social con-
structivism. This approach is often presented as a theory of learning that is in
opposition to theories based on a transmission approach, in which the teacher
possesses – or ‘owns’ – the knowledge, and their task is to transmit some of
this knowledge to the learner. This may be reinforced by systems of rewards
and disincentives (or punishments). Many teachers and commentators observe
that the transmission approach is being reinvented, with a greater emphasis
on the production of planned and measurable outcomes expressed in the
form of examination grades. Since the 1980s, there has been a return to
approaches to teaching and learning that focus primarily on content and
measurable outcomes rather than process. In contrast, in constructivist teaching,
the learner is regarded as

A self-activated maker of meaning, an active agent in his [sic] own learning
process. He is not one to whom things merely happen; he is the one
who, by his own volition, causes things to happen. Learning is seen as the
result of his own self-initiated interaction with the world: the learner’s
understanding grows during a constant interplay between something
outside himself – the general environment, a pendulum, a person – and
something inside himself, his concept-forming mechanisms …

(Candy 1989: 107)

The Russian psychologist Vygotsky developed a version of social con-
structivism as a model of learning in which the existing knowledge, experience
and context was of prime importance. Learning was understood as a process of
constructing new insights and concepts through interaction with the environ-
ment and intervention of the ‘teacher’, who could be a more experienced
person, a sibling or playmate (although in Vygotsky’s examples the assumption
seems to be that the teacher will usually be an adult). The ‘expertise’ of the
teacher is actively engaged with the learner’s own knowledge, experience and
thought processes and existing level of competence or ‘zone of proximal
development’ (Vygotsky 1962, cited in Wood 2003). Instructional support,
or ‘scaffolding’, is provided by the teacher to help the learner move on to a
different level or kind of understanding (Bruner 1979; Wood 2003).

14 Felicity Armstrong



 

Thus, constructivism in education is concerned with two things: how
learners construe (or interpret) events and ideas, and how they construct
(build or assemble) structures of meaning. The constant dialectical interplay
between construing and constructing is at the heart of a constructivist
approach to education …

(Candy 1989: 108)

This theoretical framework has a number of possible implications and oppor-
tunities for developing an inclusive pedagogy – or, rather, inclusive pedagogies,
since there is no suggestion that one model or approach – however flexible
and learner-centred – will necessarily fit all circumstances. Indeed, no theory
should be taken as providing a blueprint for teaching and learning. Social
constructivism does, however, provide a possible theoretical framework within
which the potentially awkward mismatch between the knowledge, experience
and expectations of the teacher and those of the learner may be resolved.
While some of Vygotsky’s ideas may seem to us rather formulaic and

counter-intuitive in terms of the assumptions made about how much teachers
can fully understand the learner’s ‘internal course of development’, his work
opens up some important principles for exploration and interpretation. Theories
can be seen as getting in the way of innovative transformation of practice if
we let them work as straightjackets on our thinking, but they can also be used
as catalysts for creativity if we are prepared to interpret them imaginatively so
that they are sensitive and relevant to particular contexts and issues. A number
of researchers and teachers have developed Vygotsky’s ideas. Bruner, for
example, insists on the importance of understanding the cultural influences
involved in the process of learning:

Begin with the concept of culture itself – particularly its constitutive role.
What was obvious from the start was perhaps too obvious to be appre-
ciated, at least by us psychologists who by habit and by tradition think in
rather individualistic terms. The symbolic systems that individuals used in
constructing meaning were systems that were already in place, already
‘there’, deeply entrenched in culture and language. They constituted a
very special kind of communal tool kit whose tools, once used, made the
user a reflection of the community.

(Bruner 1990, in Pollard 2002)

The approaches suggested by this framework can be extended and reinterpreted
to encompass peers working together in groups in a process of collaborative
co-construction of learning, creating active and vibrant communities of learners
in the classroom.
If we put together some of these ideas, the process of teaching and learning

involves understanding, and giving recognition to, both the uniqueness of the
individual, their history and existing knowledge, and the collective cultural
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knowledge and practices of the learner’s social context. A learner, then, is an
individual in a social world. Communities of learners are made up of individual
learners who exchange knowledge and experiences, collaborate and hypothesize,
argue, build and create, to develop understanding and knowledge.
This might seem too obvious to mention, yet if we consider these arguments

in the light of recent top-down approaches to teaching, learning and assess-
ment, in which knowledge is defined as a particular kind of curriculum, and
learning is measured in terms of particular outcomes and behaviours, the
conflicts and apparent failure of the education system to provide equal
opportunities for individual and collective development at the community
level are, at least partially, explained.
Building on, summarizing and interpreting some of the ideas we have touched

on, there are a number of positive implications for developing inclusive
approaches to teaching and learning that we might consider.

� Learners are all individuals with their own unique history and experience.
� Learners bring with them to the learning process particular kinds of socially

and culturally constructed knowledge, which will interact with the curri-
culum and teaching practices of the school (learners are not blank slates or
empty vessels).

� This knowledge gives us the capacity to transform, reinterpret or expand on
what is being taught.

� Learning is a two-way or collaborative process, in which the ‘teacher’ seeks
to understand and take into account prior learning, preferred learning style,
and social context.

� Collaborative exploration in the classroom, in which students share
knowledge as a means of problem solving and hypothesizing, is a form of
‘scaffolding’.

� ‘Pedagogy’ cannot be separated from ‘curriculum’ in that approaches to
teaching and learning reflect what is recognized and valued as ‘knowledge’.

� Inclusive pedagogy rests on recognition of the uniqueness of every student
and the importance of social and cultural factors in influencing responses to
curriculum and pedagogy.

Conclusion

In this chapter I have introduced some issues and questions for consideration
within a wider set of concerns relating to the nature and culture of schools
and teaching generally, rather than in terms of some ‘special’ conditions and
qualities.
In seeking to gain a more informed understanding of such factors, and,

importantly, their interrelationship, we support the use of a framework in
which a critical engagement can take place in terms of what we say we do
and what we actually do as practitioners, and the tensions and dilemmas

16 Felicity Armstrong



 

this raises in relation to specific encounters in schools and classrooms or other
institutional contexts. Arenas such as schools, colleges and universities reflect
the wider social conditions and relations, including inequalities, of the society
in which they are placed in overt, subtle, complex and often contradictory
ways. Schools are involved in important political and social functions invol-
ving the inculcation of particular values and the encouragement of specific
forms of thinking and behaving. How schools and teachers engage with the
contradictory pressures from external forces, including governments, is a crucial
question for inclusive education. An essential aspect of inclusive thinking and
the desire for developing inclusive practice is the necessity of raising critical
questions such as those listed below.

Reflection on values and practice

Think about the context in which you work, or a context with which you are
familiar, and ask yourself the following questions.

� What is the local authority’s policy in terms of actively promoting inclusion?
� Does the school or college on which you are focusing have active

policies on equal opportunities that challenge racism, sexism, hetero-
normativity, bullying and discriminatory practices of all kinds, and what
action does the school take when these policies are disregarded by pupils
or staff?

� What is the relationship between the school and the wider community,
including minority groups?

� Are there disabled students at the school/college, and are they a full part of
the community, sharing lessons and activities with their peers?

� Does the school welcome children and young people seeking asylum?
� How is learning facilitated for students who do not speak English well?

Note
1 There is a full discussion of the emergence of inclusive education as a global movement,
and related policies, in Chapter 14: ‘Disability, human rights and inclusive education,
and why inclusive education is the only educational philosophy and practice that makes
sense in today’s world’.

Resources

Alliance for Inclusive Education (ALLFIE): www.allfie.org.uk
Centre for Studies on Inclusive Education (CSIE): www.csie.org.uk
Enabling Education Network (EENET): www.eenet.org.uk
Booth, T., Nes, K. and Strømstad, M. (eds) (2003) Developing Inclusive Teacher Education,
London: RoutledgeFalmer.
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Chapter 2

Half a million unseen, half a
million unheard
Inclusion for gender identity and sexual
orientation

Marjorie Smith

Who matters?

The ‘Every Child Matters’ agenda (DfES 2003) set out to ensure that young
people should be ‘safe and healthy’ and that they should ‘enjoy and achieve’,
but the experience of some falls far short of this ideal. They are children and
young people with gender identity and sexuality issues, most of whom will
eventually come out as lesbian, gay, bisexual or transgender1 (LGBT). There
are about half a million of these young people in our schools, two or three in
every class of 30.2

Compared with others, these young people are more likely to:

� self-harm, consider or attempt suicide, become involved in substance abuse,
experience mental health problems such as anxiety or depression (Rivers
2000; DH 2007)

� experience domestic abuse from either parent or even siblings (Yip 2004;
Wilson and Rahman 2005)

� experience homelessness
� have been bullied at school (Rivers 1995; Stonewall 2006)
� take time off school (Rivers 2000)
� choose to leave full-time education at 16, despite having the qualifications

to stay on (Rivers 2000).

This list is a terrible indictment. Until we do more to nurture the wellbeing of
these young people, they will continue to pay for our society’s shortcomings
with their happiness, their health and their lives.
Section 28 of the Local Government Act 1988 cast a long shadow of

ignorance and misinformation. It stated that local authorities should not:

… intentionally promote homosexuality … or … promote the
teaching … of the acceptability of homosexuality as a pretended family
relationship.



 

Douglas et al. (1997), ten years on from the introduction of Section 28, reported
confusion as to what was permissible in schools, and found examples where
work on homophobic bullying had been removed from the curriculum. Despite
the efforts of some, parts of our education system remain ‘eerily unresponsive’
to the needs of LGBT young people (DePalma and Jennett, 2007: 22).
Recent work on reducing homophobic bullying in schools (DCSF 2008)

aims to make schools safer places, but a focus on eliminating hostile reactions
can result in a culture of ‘silent tolerance’ rather than acceptance (Epstein
1994; Epstein et al. 2003; DePalma and Jennett 2007; DePalma and Atkinson
2009: 3). Inclusion, based on human rights, offers an alternative perspective
and seeks to ensure that all young people feel a sense of belonging in their
educational settings. This involves challenging the way in which society and
its schools construct gender and sexuality. Schools and classrooms are not
gender-neutral places. Stereotypical gender norms ensure that only certain
expressions of gender are acceptable, and gender-atypical behaviour is noticed
and regulated. Including those young people whose gender expression is
unusual means challenging gender norms and providing educational spaces
where all children feel comfortable. The view of human relationships presented
in our classrooms is almost exclusively heterosexual (Epstein et al. 2003).
Where heterosexuality is presented as the only acceptable model of human
sexuality, this is called ‘heteronormativity’. Epstein (1994) describes hetero-
normativity as exclusionary because same-sex relationships are ignored or
constructed as deviant. Inclusion, in contrast, acknowledges the reality of
sexual diversity and teaches that non-heterosexual relationships have the same
legitimacy as heterosexual ones. An inclusive approach also recognizes the
educational and social needs of LGBT people and their families.

Introducing …

Many of the ‘half a million’ will remain hidden and silent throughout their
school careers, but some will be noticed. These are young people I have
encountered through my work, and their experiences raise issues for teachers
to consider.

Aysha

Aysha is 16. She became withdrawn in school and started to avoid eating
lunch. A teacher, concerned that Aysha might be anorexic, talked to her.
Aysha eventually admitted that she thought she was a lesbian but she was
frightened of telling anyone. The school helped her to come out to her parents,
who were very supportive.
It is common for young people to be fearful of coming out to their family.

Many also react badly to the realization of their sexuality. This troubled young
woman found a way to harm herself, but there are many ways in which
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young people express their distress, including withdrawal, anger and acting-out
behaviour.
Question: The school played a significant part in helping to resolve the

problem, but what could it have done to support the developing sexuality of
its LGBT students in years 7–11?

Ben

Ben is 12. He has a wide range of interests, including classical music and
ballet. At primary school he was often on his own at playtimes because he
did not like football. When he started at secondary school and it became
known that he did ballet, he experienced some gay name-calling. He was
followed home by other boys and on one occasion was knocked to the
ground.
Ben is vulnerable in a number of ways. He has unusual interests, which

leads others to make assumptions about his sexuality. He is also more prone to
bullying because he is quite solitary (Crowley et al. 2001).
Question: What could the primary school have done to support Ben at

break times? What could the secondary school do to help Ben in forming
positive relationships with other students?

Charlie

Charlie is four. He is a popular little boy who loves drawing and make-believe
play. He plays exclusively with girls and ignores boys completely. When he
arrives at nursery, he goes straight to the dressing-up rail, puts on his favourite
pink bridesmaid’s dress, and wears it all day. This behaviour has persisted
throughout four terms in nursery, and is accepted both by nursery staff and by
Charlie’s parents.
There is absolutely nothing wrong with Charlie. He is happy, sociable and

in a context where he is completely accepted. Given the persistence of his
behaviour, he could be said to be displaying gender identity issues, which are a
normal part of human diversity. Nevertheless, life could be hard for Charlie in
contexts that are not as inclusive as his nursery.
Question: The nursery supports Charlie’s behaviour. What do you think

this means in terms of everyday actions? What might the nursery do to ease
Charlie’s transition into school?

Danielle

Danielle is 10. She dresses like a boy, and all her friends are boys. She is very
competitive with them, wanting to be better at the things that boys do than all
her friends. Danielle is causing problems in her class. She has a strong
personality and is the ringleader of some gay name-calling.

Gender identity and sexual orientation 21



 

Like Charlie, Danielle also has gender identity issues. In her bullying of
gentle, quiet boys, she is drawing attention to her own masculinity.
Question: What could Danielle’s class teacher do in this situation? Who

could she turn to for help and ideas?

Elliott

Elliott is 13. He stopped attending his dance and drama group without
explanation. Eventually he told a learning support assistant at school that his
father made him stop because it was ‘gay’. Elliott also disclosed that his father
has hurt him and that he is frightened of him. As a result, Social Services
became involved.
Most parents are supportive of their child’s sexuality, but some (both

mothers and fathers) find it hard to accept gender-atypical behaviour or
homosexuality. LGBT and gender-atypical young people are likely to need
close monitoring, and schools need to be alert to possible abuse at home as
well as in school.
Question: How can school staff (including non-teaching staff) be supported

in carrying out their responsibilities towards this vulnerable group of young
people?

Finn

Finn is 16 and was assigned female at birth. At the age of 15 he told his
mother that he did not feel like his assigned birth gender, and instead felt
male. He approached his school and asked if he could attend wearing male
uniform after his sixteenth birthday, when Finn changed his name by deed
poll. The school agreed to the uniform change and he now uses the disabled
toilet, which he finds easier, as it is private and also gender neutral. Finn has
friends who have stood by him, but he has nevertheless been subjected to
name-calling and harassment from other pupils who are ignorant of gender
identity issues.
While the number of young people who transition from one gender to

another is very small, that number is increasing as parents and young people
become more aware of the availability of psychological and medical help.
Question: The school was supportive in agreeing to practical arrangements.

How might this school address the issue of other students’ behaviour?

Gender identity and sexual orientation

Some children and young people do not conform to gender norms. Even a
boy who dislikes football, or a girl who refuses to wear a skirt, may need
back-up in a context where only stereotypical expressions of masculinity and
femininity are considered acceptable. More significant gender identity issues
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can be apparent from an early age, or may become more pronounced later on.
Charlie’s behaviour, where he chooses the ‘girliest’ dress to almost ‘outgirl’ the
girls, is fairly typical. Gender identity issues may disappear as a child gets older,
but they may persist, as with Danielle, or take different forms as time goes on.
Some people feel a mismatch between the gender they feel themselves to
be and the gender they were assigned at birth. Medical help may be sought
where this causes extreme unhappiness. A small number, four times as many
boys as girls, will be diagnosed with gender dysphoria (Brill and Pepper 2008).
Some will make the decision to transition, which is not necessarily a permanent
course of action in younger children.
Gender identity is different from sexual orientation, which refers to sexual

attraction. There is an overlap between the two groups, in that some young
people with gender identity issues will eventually come out as LGBT (Wilson
and Rahman 2005), although this is by no means invariably the case. Some
LGBT adults will report having experienced gender identity issues as children,
but the majority will not. Despite the overlaps, these are two different groups
with some individuals in both. Conflating the two ignores the experiences of
children with gender identity issues, who tend to encounter prejudice earlier
in their lives (Airton 2009). It also leads to confusion about the roots of
negative reactions. A little boy may be called ‘gay’ because he wants to play
with girls, but the reason for this name-calling is his gender-atypical behaviour,
not his sexuality. LGBT young people are more likely to encounter dis-
crimination based on assumptions about sexual activity or religious bigotry.
Inclusive schools will be challenging both sources of discrimination.

Creating diversity-friendly environments

Starting young

Groundbreaking work by the ‘No Outsiders’ research project began in 2006
(DePalma and Atkinson 2009), and has explored ways of addressing LGBT
rights at age-appropriate levels in primary schools. This project has given us
our first taste of what effective work in primary schools might look like.
Through discussion, literature, drama and visitors, children were taught the
correct meanings of terms and encouraged to recognize and think about
gender stereotyping and heteronormativity. This early work is essential in
developing a diversity-aware, diversity-friendly culture in schools. Homo-
phobia does not appear overnight, and secondary schools cannot take effective
action without the foundations built at primary level.
Nurseries and primary schools cater for children with same-sex parents or

LGBT family members, and need to find ways of openly acknowledging and
welcoming these children’s families.
Some LGBT adults report that they were aware of their difference at

primary school age, and 6% of children who call ChildLine about sexual
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orientation or homophobic bullying are under 11 (www.nspcc.org.uk). Those
who realize their difference at an early age may not communicate their feelings
for several years: ‘ … the gap between self-realisation and disclosure’ (DePalma
and Jennet 2007: 24). Without the vocabulary or the concepts to help them,
these troubled children are silenced. Schools and nurseries need to develop the
age-appropriate language, policies, curricular responses and resources that will
ensure these children experience a growing awareness of their identity.

Professional development of staff

Including those with gender identity and sexuality issues is an important aspect
of the continuing professional development of all adults who work with
children and young people. For schools, the best approach is whole-school
training involving everyone who works in the school, including school
governors. Ellis and High (2004) found that while Section 28 silenced some
teachers, it gave free rein to others to express homophobic views. Stonewall
(2009) discovered a range of attitudes among school staff, suggesting that
senior managers should provide an unambiguous steer on respect for pupils’
identities. Class teachers and subject teachers need to provide a firm lead to
adults who work in their classrooms.
Some teachers may feel a tension between their religious beliefs and their

professional responsibilities in the context of same-sex relationships. Teachers
have every right to their views. Expressing beliefs in school, however, must be
consistent with the guidance provided on Religious Education (RE) and Sex
and Relationships Education (SRE). It would not be either professional or
inclusive to voice political, moral or religious beliefs in ways that might cause
distress to any young person or exploit their vulnerability. A recent study by
Stonewall (2008) has shown that many people of faith are accepting of lesbian
and gay people and co-exist with them in harmony. Schools, especially faith
schools, can build on these expressions of hope. Most of the major religions
now have followers who are working towards a more respectful approach to
homosexuality. These groups are an important resource for teachers of faith
and faith schools.
Many LGBT young people are people of faith themselves, and may be

seeking ways of rationalizing their sexuality with their spirituality. Unfortu-
nately, in this instance, religion can be: ‘a source of conflict rather than solace’
(ChildLine, www.nspcc.org.uk). As educators, we must rise to the challenge
of helping these young people cope with the diverse and often contradictory
messages they will be receiving from their faith communities.

The formal and informal curriculum

By far the best way of building an inclusive school environment and challenging
homo/transphobia is to include work on gender identity and sexual
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orientation in the formal curriculum, perhaps in Citizenship, Personal Social
and Health Education (PSHE), or other subjects such as Art, English or
Religious Education. Providing safe spaces for young people to discuss these
issues would counter the myths and ignorance that prevail in places where there
are ‘moral interventions’ from individual teachers (Ellis and High, 2004: 223) or
simply silence. The Labour government (1997–2010) tried but failed to ensure
that age-appropriate work on diversity was part of the National Curriculum.
We await any revisions the Coalition government may make to the curriculum.
Whether or not this work is undertaken is currently the decision of individual
schools. Faith schools will need to establish inclusive ways of teaching about
gender identity and sexual orientation alongside their religious perspective.
Where SRE is taught as part of PSHE, it should be taught inclusively. Ellis

and High (2004) reported that where homosexuality is taught as a ‘one-off ’
lesson, alongside social ills such as drugs and sexually transmitted infections,
young LGBT people feel even more marginalized. Buston and Hart (2001: 100)
identified inclusive practice in lessons where diversity in sexual orientation was:
‘recognised and normalised’, and information for same-sex relationships was
provided alongside that for heterosexual relationships. Teaching materials should
include information for all students, regardless of their sexual identity.
Some young LGBT people grow up in ignorance, thinking that they are the

‘only one’. Others, brought up in homes or communities where homophobic
attitudes prevail, may be repeatedly exposed to negative views about their
identity. It is important that all young people regularly encounter positive
LGBT images. LGBT people have succeeded in a multitude of areas, including
the arts, science and sport – but these high achievers can only be role models
where their sexuality or gender identity is acknowledged and discussed as part
of a lesson. Positive images can also be provided through posters, Pride notice-
boards, speakers in assemblies and ‘out’ teachers in school. Providing images of
LGBT people from the black and ethnic minority community, and those with
disabilities, is particularly important.
Young LGBT people are not sure what they can aspire to in later life

because of the invisibility of role models, and may opt for careers traditionally
seen as ‘safe’. They, and other students, would benefit from encountering
examples that challenge assumptions, such as gay police officers, lesbian MPs
and transgender lawyers.
LGBT History Month is an opportunity for schools to focus attention on

gender identity and sexuality as whole-school themes. Assemblies can be used
to inform pupils, to raise important issues for discussion, or to invite external
contributors. Some secondary schools have successfully encouraged LGBT
young people to present assemblies themselves.
There is an increasing selection of books for primary-age children that

challenge gender stereotypes and provide images of families with same-sex
parents. Secondary school libraries, too, could include an LGBT section with
appropriate fiction, non-fiction and information books.
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Language is an important part of the informal curriculum and, as responsible
adults, we must reclaim the words ‘gay’, ‘lesbian’, ‘bisexual’ and ‘transgender’,
which are taboo precisely because children do not hear us using them.
Atkinson (2007) suggests that teachers tend to wait until an opportunity
arises to discuss these issues, but it is vital to make those conversations happen
in order to persistently underline the legitimacy of gender and sexuality
difference.

The school’s response to bullying

Homophobic bullying (regardless of the actual sexuality of the victim) is one
of the most prevalent forms of bullying in British schools. Anti-bullying poli-
cies should specifically include homophobic and transphobic bullying. Reasons
for bullying can be a reflection of society’s prejudices. Punishing an act of
bullying is a hollow exercise where there is no work done to address the
ignorance and misinformation that underlies it. Successful schools have
worked hard, not only to educate the entire school community, but also to
empower their LGBT pupil population by creating an environment where they
feel safe to speak up and speak out.

Relationships with parents and the wider school community

The principle of including young people with gender identity and sexuality
issues can conflict with attitudes held in the wider school community. Schools
need to take parents with them on their journey, starting with the clear message
that children and young people who do not conform to gender stereotypes,
and those with sexuality issues, will be positively supported using a wide range
of strategies in school. For nurseries and primary schools, this also means
communicating a firm message to parents and carers that homo/transphobic
language will not be accepted in the playground. Schools should be proud of
the work they undertake in this field. Routinely informing parents about
policies and practice through the school prospectus and the school website
underlines the legitimacy of this work.

Support for individuals

Sometimes schools have to manage life-changing events. A young person
coming out or transitioning may not happen every day, but every teacher in every
school needs to plan to manage such a situation thoughtfully and sensitively,
and to establish in advance where to go for guidance.
When a young person comes out in school, it is not the job of the school to

inform his or her parents. Even though young LGBT people are more resilient
in tackling the difficulties they have to face if they have the unconditional
support of their family, this support will not necessarily be forthcoming.
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However, opportunities may arise for the school to support a young person
in coming out to parents. Some parents will be aware of what their child is
facing and may welcome contact with their son or daughter’s school, but few
will have had any preparation for this responsibility (Smith 2008). Schools are
uniquely placed to help them.
While many young people can and do keep their gender identity or sexuality

issues secret, camp boys and butch girls are not in a position to hide (Crowley
et al. 2001). It is important to be aware that they are not behaving in the ways
that they do to annoy their teachers. Part of including the diversity of gender
expressions and sexualities means accepting these young people as they are,
and not pressurizing them to conform (Rogers 1994). A school’s public
recognition of a ‘different’ student, or its handling of a transition, can contribute
to the normalization of gender identity and sexuality issues in school.
Young LGBT people need access to LGBT-specific information on local

youth groups, websites and guidance on how to keep themselves safe (Douglas
et al. 1997). This information could be made available on the school website
so that young people and their parents can access it privately. LGBT young
people with disabilities may require help in accessing the information they
need. The firewalls in some schools prevent young people from accessing
legitimate LGBT websites, and may need to be adjusted.
LGBT young people come from a range of cultures and religions, and will

need access to information that meets their specific cultural and religious
needs. Schools need to be aware of the extreme nature of the homophobia
that exists in some communities and to be watchful of pupils who are
vulnerable.
A significant number of gender-atypical or LGBT young people suffer from

social isolation and ostracism. Some studies suggest that this is a more pre-
valent problem than homophobic bullying (Ellis and High 2004). Being
without friends has profound effects on a young person’s wellbeing and can
affect mental health in later life. Sometimes young people withdraw from social
contact when they realize they are different, or they fear exposure. A young
person with gender identity or sexuality issues may find little in common with
same-sex peers, or may not be accepted in the friendship groups they seek to
join. Schools can tackle social isolation proactively in a number of ways. All
adults can provide good role models of acceptance and friendliness. Teachers
can use seating plans, move pupils around to sit with a range of different
classmates, and provide plenty of pair-work and group-work in lessons.
Schools can provide a diversity-friendly range of activities at lunchtimes and
after school. Older students can be trained to act as befrienders.
Some situations pose particular difficulties. Areas such as toilets and changing

rooms can feel unsafe to LGBT young people, and need good supervision. All
schools need to be alert to difficulties that may be posed by residential school
trips. Children with gender identity issues may be vulnerable for unexpected
reasons, such as a boy who arrives with pink pyjamas. Many young LGBT
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people find sharing a bedroom challenging and may avoid going on trips for
that reason. Schools can help by discussing arrangements in advance with
students, or their parents, where this is appropriate.

Finally …

This area of inclusion presents special challenges for schools and teachers, yet it
is an area where comparatively small shifts in attitude and practice can bring
about extraordinary benefits in the achievements and wellbeing of a significant
number of individuals. Young people with gender identity and sexuality issues
can be remarkably strong, articulate and resilient, but, time and again, we fail to
realize how much they have to contend with. We need to let them know, in
every way we can, that they are valued for who they are, and that they all matter.

Reflection on values and practice

You are walking into school one morning, unaware that a miracle has
happened. The miracle is that, overnight, your school has become a world
leader in including children and young people with gender identity and
sexuality issues. Imagine the things you would notice that would tell you that
the miracle has happened, and make a list (de Shazer 1994).

� Which of the things on your list could you achieve in your own classroom?
� Which would require a whole-school approach?

Notes
1 ‘Transgender’ is an umbrella term that covers a range of gender-related issues.
2 Assuming Britain’s LGB population is 5–7% (Stonewall, 2009) and the transgender
population is about 1% (Reed et al., 2009).

Resources

Families Together London: www.familiestogetherlondon.com
LGBT History Month: www.lgbthistorymonth.org.uk
Out for Our Children: www.outforourchildren.co.uk
School’s Out: www.schools-out.org.uk
Stonewall: www.stonewall.org.uk
Terrence Higgins Trust: www.ygm.org.uk
No Outsiders Project Team (2010) Undoing Homophobia. Stoke on Trent: Trentham Books.

References

Airton, L. (2009) ‘From sexuality (gender) to gender (sexuality): the aims of anti-homophobia
education’, Sex Education, 9(2): 129–39.

28 Marjorie Smith



 

Atkinson, E. (2007) ‘Speaking with small voices: voice, resistance and difference’, in Reiss,
M., DePalma, R. and Atkinson, E. (eds) Marginality and Difference in Education and
Beyond, Stoke on Trent: Trentham Books.

Brill, S. and Pepper, R. (2008) The Transgender Child: A Handbook for Families and Professionals,
San Francisco: Cleis Press.

Buston, K. and Hart, G. (2001) ‘Heterosexism and homophobia in Scottish school
sex education: exploring the nature of the problem’, Journal of Adolescence, 24: 95–109.

Crowley, C., Hallam, S., Harre, R. and Lunt, I. (2001) ‘Study support for young people
with same-sex attraction – views and experiences from a pioneering support initiative in
the north of England’, Educational and Child Psychology, 18(1): 108–24.

DCSF (2008) Homophobic Bullying. Safe to Learn: Embedding Anti-Bullying Work in Schools,
Nottingham: DCSF Publications.

DCSF (2010) Guidance for Schools on Preventing and Responding to Sexist, Sexual and Transphobic
Bullying, Safe to Learn: Embedding Anti-Bullying Work in Schools, Nottingham: DCSF
Publications.

DePalma, R. and Atkinson, E. (2009) ‘Putting queer into practice: problems and possibi-
lities’, in DePalma, R. and Atkinson, E. (eds) Interrogating Heteronormativity in Primary
Schools: The Work of the ‘No Outsiders’ Project, Stoke-on-Trent: Trentham Books.

DePalma, R. and Jennett, M. (2007) ‘Deconstructing heteronormativity in primary schools
in England: cultural approaches to a cultural phenomenon’, in van Dijk, L. and van
Driel, B. (eds) Challenging Homophobia: Teaching about Sexual Diversity, Stoke-on-Trent:
Trentham Books.

DfES (2003) Every Child Matters, London: Department for Education and Skills.
DH (2007) Reducing Health Inequalities for Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Trans People (Briefing

Papers 1–13), London: Department of Health.
Douglas, N., Warwick, I., Kemp, S. and Whitty, G. (1997) Playing it Safe: Responses of
Secondary School Teachers to Lesbian, Gay and Bisexual Pupils, Bullying, HIV and Aids Education
and Section 28, London: Health and Education Research Unit, Institute of Education.

Ellis, V. with High, S. (2004) ‘Something more to tell you: gay, lesbian or bisexual young
people’s experiences of secondary schooling’, British Educational Research Journal, 30(2):
214–25.

Epstein, D. (1994) ‘On the straight and narrow: the heterosexual presumption, homo-
phobias and schools’, in Epstein, D. (ed.) Challenging Lesbian and Gay Inequalities in
Education, Buckingham: Open University Press.

Epstein, D., O’Flynn, S. and Telford, D. (2003) Silenced Sexualities in Schools and Universities,
Stoke-on-Trent: Trentham Books.

Reed, B., Rhodes, S., Schofield, P. and Wylie, K. (2009) Gender Variance in the UK:
Prevalence, Incidence, Growth and Geographic Distribution, London: Gender Identity Research
and Education Society.

Rivers, I. (1995) ‘The victimization of gay teenagers in schools: homophobia in education’,
Pastoral Care, March: 35–41.

——(2000) ‘Social exclusion, absenteeism and sexual minority youth’, Support for Learning,
15(1): 13–18.

Rogers, M. (1994) ‘Growing up lesbian: the role of the school’, in Epstein, D. (ed.) Chal-
lenging Lesbian and Gay Inequalities in Education, Buckingham: Open University Press.

de Shazer, S. (1994) Putting Difference to Work, Norton: New York.
Smith, M. (2008) ‘Including lesbian and gay youth in school – parents find a voice’,
London: Institute of Education (unpublished dissertation).

Gender identity and sexual orientation 29



 

Stonewall (2006) The School Report: The Experiences of Young Gay People in Britain’s Schools,
London: Stonewall.

—— (2008) Love Thy Neighbour: What People of Faith Really Think about Homosexuality,
London: Stonewall.

——(2009) The Teachers’ Report: Homophobic Bullying in Britain’s Schools, London.
Stonewall.

Wilson, G. and Rahman, Q. (2005) Born Gay: The Psychobiology of Sex Orientation, London:
Peter Owen.

Yip, A. K. T. (2004) ‘Negotiating space with family and kin in identity construction: the
narratives of British non-heterosexual Muslims’, Sociological Review, 52(3): 336–50.

30 Marjorie Smith



 

Chapter 3

The role of the school in
reducing bullying

Neil Duncan

What we know about bullying

What is known about bullying? Everything, it would seem. From the earliest
times of public schooling, ‘the bully’ has been a recognizable figure in popular
culture and common knowledge. However, until the late 1980s there were no
books available in English with ‘bullying’ in the title – now there are literally
hundreds. Unfortunately, mostly these books offer the same things: a mixture
of knowledge based on narrow research mixed with folk wisdom. This chapter
takes a very different approach to the topic of bullying for the needs of school
teachers, and is intended to provoke consideration of alternative thinking to
help professionals as they develop their inclusive practice, rather than offering
a quick fix for bullying. So, what do we really know about bullying? Everything,
possibly, apart from how to actually stop it.
We know that pupil-to-pupil aggression was common long before

researchers started investigating the issue. Tom Brown’s Schooldays (Hughes
1857 [1994]) and other literature about public schools in England featured
bullies as typical characters. However, the original meaning of the word sug-
gests someone to be admired for his (always a male) physical strength and
fearless dominating behaviour. Shakespeare used the phrase ‘I love the lovely
bully’ in Henry V, and the accompanying Arden notes interpret it as: ‘bully – a
fine fellow’ (Craik 1995). These days, we might use the term ‘alpha male’ to
the same effect, with a positive spin on qualities of informal leadership. The
point of this digression into etymology is to underline that meanings and
understandings are not set in stone – they vary over time and also shift
between social groups and cultural settings. So if you hear someone state that a
child is ‘just a bully’, think twice about their right to define the term.
I once carried out a bullying questionnaire survey in a high school, where

I was shocked to see that one year 7 boy reported he was hit, kicked, pushed
and spat upon on an almost daily basis. Despite having one of the highest
frequencies of such aggressive acts against him, he ticked the ‘I don’t think I
get bullied’ box! I knew which boy had completed that questionnaire, and
spoke to him in an attempt to help him. He was very matter of fact with me,



 

and explained that the person doing all these things to him was his big
brother, one of our year 10 boys. I asked him why he didn’t feel bullied. He
replied ‘everyone gets it from their older brother, don’t they? I do it to my
little brother too.’
This young boy’s toughness, and his idea of bullying, prevented him from

thinking of himself as a victim. He didn’t like the beatings, but accepted them
as inevitable and not even unfair. On the other hand, in the same survey some
pupils ticked none of the boxes for being attacked in any way, but then ticked
the boxes that showed they worried all the time about being bullied, they
changed their routes around school and avoided certain times and places in
case they were attacked. Would you say these children suffered because of
bullying even if it had not (yet) happened to them? If the presence and fear
of bullying in their school made them permanently scared and miserable,
couldn’t they be called victims of bullying more than the boy that was beaten
up but wasn’t worried about it? All this is very complicated and depends more
on social relationships and feelings rather than simple acts and behaviours.
While we do need a consensus understanding of the key terms used in

bullying so that discussion is meaningful, we just need to avoid being too
dogmatic that any single definition is correct. There is a variety of definitions
of bullying, but no single definition gets it right in every case. One widely
accepted example comes from pioneering work carried out in Sweden since
the 1970s by Dan Olweus. Olweus (1993) states that bullying is an aggressive
act with an imbalance of power, has some element of repetition, and can be
physical or verbal, or indirect (for example, being sent hate texts, or socially
shunned). One element often missed from formulations of bullying is the
sense of intimate entrapment. There is something special about bullying that
includes that element of being stuck in a relationship or situation with your
aggressor or tormentor. This idea is very hard to include in a short definition,
but one operational definition of bullying might be ‘an interpersonal abuse of
power’.

Prevalence of bullying in schools

However bullying is defined, all the statistics show a depressing picture of the
extent and effects of bullying in schools. In terms of victimization, for example,
the Tellus2 survey (Ofsted 2007) indicated that 17% of respondents claimed to
have been bulllied that month. Research on children’s perceptions about
bullying for ChildLine and the Department for Education and Skills (DfES)
found that just over half (54%) of both primary and secondary school children
thought that bullying was ‘a big/quite big problem’ in their school. Distribution
and frequency of bullying varies with school phase: 51% of year 5 students
(aged 9–10) reported that they had been bullied during the preceding term
compared with 28% of year 8 students (aged 12–13) (Oliver and Kandappa
2003). A quarter of children bullied by their peers reported that they suffered
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long-term harmful effects lasting into adulthood (Cawson et al. 2000: 30),
with some especially tragic cases ending in suicide.
Smith and Shu (2000) found in their study of 2300 pupils aged 10–14 that

30% did not tell anyone when they had been bullied, the percentage for boys
and older children being higher. Other studies (Katz et al. 2001) found that
around a third of boys and a quarter of girls admitted they personally
had bullied other children ‘a little’ and/or ‘a lot’ and 15% of primary school
students and 12% of secondary school students said they had both bullied other
children and been bullied themselves in the past year (Oliver and Kandappa
2003).

Characteristics of bullies

Most of us are capable of unfairly dominating other people, given the wrong
circumstances, and we might have bullied other children, but then stopped
under correction. Would we be happy with the label sticking? My preference
is for the term ‘aggressor’ to replace bully, and ‘target’ instead of victim. But
why bother changing words that we all know and are comfortable with? One
reason is exactly that – we have become comfortable about using the concept
of ‘the bully’, so we stop thinking carefully about how we use it. If we didn’t
reconsider and refresh our language, we’d still be using terms such as ‘retard’,
‘lunatic’, ‘Negro’ and ‘fallen woman’ without any sense of embarrassment.
However, as the term is so prevalent, we must use it to discuss the work of
other people.
Olweus (1997) believes that bullies are impulsive – they act without

thinking too much about the consequences, and typically resort to violence to
get what they want. Often they are more physically powerful than their peers,
and have a greater mental toughness and lower empathy – in other words,
they can hurt others without caring about their feelings. There are few surprises
here – indeed, the surprise is that researchers have bothered to announce this
as findings, when perhaps most teachers would give this description intuitively
based on their own observations and experiences.
More significantly, it has been shown that bullies who engage in non-physical

aggression have unusually high social intelligence (Sutton et al. 1999). They
are experts in causing great pain and hurt in subtle ways, manipulating and
entrapping their targets without guarding adults being aware of what is going on.

Characteristics of victims

Like the term ‘bullies’, the label ‘victims’ might raise the idea of a fixed,
immutable condition – ‘you can’t help her, she’s one of life’s victims’. Often
research will categorize these children as either passive or provocative. Passive
victims may be viewed as displaying vulnerability that ‘encourages’ bullies to
attack them. They put up no effective resistance and therefore bullies
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repeatedly abuse them without being punished. Provocative victims don’t
aggress others, but are thought to ‘wind people up’ by their words and
actions, and their response to aggression is said to inflame that aggression even
more. You need to make your own mind up as to whether that is just an
excuse to hit someone who is irritating – we all encounter such people in life!
While we might find them annoying, bullies respond to them with violence – ‘he
asked for it’.
An intriguing issue is raised by the question: if these categories were so simple,

then why do so many children report being bullied in so many surveys: 69%
in The National Bullying Survey (Bullying Online 2006). Applying this figure
to the categories makes it sound like most of our children are either too pro-
vocative or too passive! This discrepancy suggests that what has been described
by the researchers is too simplistic to give us the kind of understanding that
would be helpful in dealing with the problems. If we recall a time when we
were being bullied, would we be happy with that analysis – either we were
too soft, or we wound the aggressor up?

Effects of bullying

One thing is certain about bullying – its effects can be long term, and in some
cases deadly. Since the original suicides in Sweden that sparked off the schol-
arly research into bullying, many tragic cases have come to light. For every
actual suicide caused by bullying, there might be 100 children who are driven
to almost take their lives to free themselves from their persecution. The case
of Laura Rhodes is relevant here. Laura was 13 years old and bullied about her
sexuality. She took her own life in a suicide pact with her friend. Her friend
survived the overdose, but only Laura’s name remains in the public domain.
In addition to suicide, self-inflicted injury, and of course the direct damage

of being physically abused, there are many lasting problems suffered by targets
of bullying. These include loneliness, depression, panic attacks, anxiety, guilt,
shame and low self-esteem (Schäfer et al. 2004). Less obvious perhaps, but just
as important an effect of bullying, is truancy. It is impossible to know exactly
how many school days are lost each year by pupils who are too frightened
to come into school because their life has been made intolerable. The true
figures of this effect are obscured by children’s excuses, sometimes supported
by unwitting parents telling the school that they are sick or otherwise unable
to attend.
Alongside these outcomes, the way that bullying creates a general atmos-

phere in schools should not be underestimated. Unhappy or anxious children
are not performing at their best academically. It is hard to concentrate on your
studies if you are worried about being attacked or threatened at break-time or
on the school bus. Children are reluctant to put a hand up or answer a tea-
cher’s question if they think they will be called a swot or worse and ridiculed
by the rest of the class. If we want to establish an inclusive environment
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within our schools, we must meet create an ethos in which bullying has
no place.

How schools deal with bullying

There is a plethora of different approaches to managing bullying, which may
be categorized into pre-emptive or preventative, and responsive and remedial
categories. Or put more simply: before and after measures. As a teacher, one
can embed pre-emptive measures in the curriculum at any level of study,
though it is less awkward to adapt the curriculum for the younger age range
where the teaching is perhaps more child-centred than subject-centred. In
PSHE, preventions include directly discussing bullying in the classroom,
thereby promoting a ‘telling school’ to combat a culture of not ‘grassing’ or
informing the authorities of wrongdoing.
You would need to use your own investigations and your own professional

awareness of how realistic such a project for a ‘telling school’ is. A good
number of professional anti-bullying experts are able to make suggestions from
the position of never having been in a school, apart from to carry out their
questionnaire surveys, and might not be the adults most in touch with children’s
culture. The culture of not grassing is a deeply embedded one, not just in
schools, but also in communities and in children’s families. This code extends
from witnesses of murders denying any knowledge, even when it is a loved
one that they have lost, right down to reception classes, where a pupil can be
vilified for being the teacher’s pet.
Teachers can inadvertently fuel anti-grassing behaviour by dismissing pupils’

righteous but trivial indignation over rule-breaking with ‘don’t tell tales’ or
‘mind your own business’.
Another pre-emptive strategy used by some schools is a ‘buddy’ system to

match up vulnerable pupils with older protectors. These older pupils monitor the
safety of their younger partners and support them if there is a problem. This
not only gives protection, but adds to the self esteem and social responsibility
of the mentors in the partnership.
Apart from inter-year buddy work, some schools use a version of circle time

where all the children in the same class are involved in formally organized
social activities that raise empathy, improve pro-social behaviour and increase
peer support (Smith 2004).
Responding to bullying incidents after they have happened depends to a

great extent on the particular school’s anti-bullying policy, and how assidu-
ously the adults follows its guidance. If the perpetrators in a bullying incident
are punished, it can range from a private apology and an undertaking not to
repeat the offence, through to school exclusion or even criminal charges
brought by the police.
Frequently, anti-bullying responses mirror the processes found in the courts

of law. Unfortunately the investigative resources at schools’ disposal are not of
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the quality or rigour required to serve such legalistic processes, and there is a
natural tendency for people to lie over things they feel guilty about. This can
lead to protracted denials and lack of conclusive evidence where all parties feel
aggrieved and slighted. Where the burden of proof is only on probability, it
can do serious damage to the children’s sense of justice and their faith in the
system.
Another unwanted outcome of trying to take a juridical line in bullying

sanctions is the increased likelihood of retaliation by the accused or his/her
friends against the complainant – a very real worry of many targets of bullying.
The more severe the prospective punishment, the more hostile the accused
is likely to become. Retaliation is a massive and realistic fear for many pupils
who desperately want intervention to end their suffering, and this means that
staff should be proactive but sensitive. Rather than interrogate the target of
the bullying and elicit evidence from them against the perpetrator, it is safer to
couch the accusations thus:

‘I haven’t spoken to Kim, but if you’ve been threatening her, you need to
sort yourself out now before you get into real bother with me. I’ll check
up on this in a couple of days, and if I think you have been carrying it on,
I’ll be back to see you about it.’

By doing this, you are depersonalizing the spat between the pupils and taking
the adult role on your own initiative.
Some schools reduce these problems by operating a ‘no-blame’ anti-bullying

policy (Maines and Robinson 1992). In this seven-step programme, the adult
concerns themselves with making the target feel better about things, and get-
ting the perpetrators to stop their attacks and even to befriend or support the
target. Anti-bullying initiatives across the world testify to the effectiveness of
the strategy, and particularly appreciate the way it attempts to break the cycle
of aggression and hurt that abides in bullying. However, as the no-blame
approach takes more time and skill to apply than simple punishment, it can be
unpopular because of resource costs as well as its non-punitive values.

Why bullying happens in schools

A view linked with the punitive approach is that some people bully because
they are just horrible people. If that is really the case, one might expect that
once the bullies have been kicked out of a school, then bullying in that school
would cease.
We might also consider, if bullying is only the fault of a few nasty kids, then

why do schools of similar size and intake report very different rates of bully-
ing? Are there simply more nasty kids there, or is it something else? One clue
to solving this puzzle comes from researchers Yoneyama and Naito (2003),
who were struck by the powerful differences between school cultures in
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Australia and their native Japan. In the western school systems, they noted that
bullying tended to be one or two aggressive and violent pupils causing fear
and harm to a larger group of pupils. In the Japanese school system, the
situation was almost reversed, with the whole class picking on one child as a
scapegoat and making their life unbearable.
Their analysis is worth reading in full, but suffice to say that their theory is

that bullying is not just a personality flaw, but is conditioned by the way adults
run schools and local cultures. Their message is clear: if you want to stop
bullying, begin with how schools operate rather than blaming a few deviant
pupils.

Bullying ethos in institutions

Although schools might seem principally to be about academic education,
they are equally important in the social education of our children. Social
education, or socialization, here refers to the inculcation of attitudes and
behaviours acceptable to the majority of the community, or at least to satisfy
those in charge of it. Schools train people in cultural norms to enable a
life where that generation can get along with each other and enjoy what
the community has to offer, as well as making a contribution to it. Usually we
hear only about the first purpose of schooling – to educate – but schools are
often criticized for not shaping pupils’ behaviour effectively enough.
Some school rules need to be modelled rather than written, and how the

staff do this, the nuanced way we interact and communicate our values to
each other and to the pupils, creates an ethos peculiar to each individual
school (see Rutter et al. 1979 for the enormous impact of ethos on school
achievement, pupil behaviour and general quality of institution). These modelled
behaviours reflect a power structure based on a hierarchy, a layered structure
of the staff. At the top is the head teacher, then the senior management team.
These are followed by middle management staff such as subject coordinators
or heads of year. Beneath this rank are the teaching staff, followed by class-
room assistants, mid-day supervisors and cleaning staff. Below this, at the
bottom, are the pupils – even though they may be classified as being the
school’s raison d’etre.
Within the pupil culture, there are even more differentiated power levels,

referred to by some as a ‘pecking order’. These relations are driven by many
factors – ability, strength, size, age, intelligence and popularity, among others.
Pupils are influenced by what they see demonstrated by adult examples
elsewhere in the school (and at home and in the community, as well as the
ubiquitous influence of the mass media).
In some institutions, the official hierarchy is not as obvious as in others: the

boundaries are blurred, or actors adopt more than one role. In some organi-
zations, the strata are fewer and the difference between them is less important.
In other cases, the power is much more evident and is zealously defended by
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those who have it. In order to assert their dominance over other workers in
the institution, they may demand that they are referred to by title rather than
name, or they may have a special parking space, a grander office, and a
demeanour that warns you not to take liberties with their authority without
penalty.
In schools where the ethos is one of deference to superior rank rather than

warm human relationships, and where personal feelings come second to
achieving goals, bullying among pupils is more likely to thrive. These signs of
the cultural values of the leadership are very difficult for staff to challenge –
they can be subtle and seemingly innocuous or natural. This illustrates to us as
professionals involved in anti-bullying just how tough the task is to get children
to confront, resist or avoid being bullied if we ourselves find it a problem to
be treated fairly and respectfully.

How schools can bully children

This section aims to challenge your assumptions as professional educators
about the universal benefits of schooling. We are brought up to believe that
schools are wholly benign institutions, designed with pupil welfare at the
centre, and with the aim of providing enjoyable learning experiences for all.
This ideal is not shared by everyone. Many people look back on their
schooldays with a shudder at the unpleasant experiences they had, and think
of schools as places where they were humiliated and disempowered. As a
teacher, you are unlikely to be such a person. Most people who go into the
teaching profession have had a good quality of experience – they were
rule-abiding, friendly, popular and successful with their peers, and schools
fitted their needs very well. But for those who struggled socially, who were
disempowered and marginalized by a system that figured them to be less
desirable, school might have been viewed through a very different lens.
Compulsory schooling for some children often means being deprived

of liberties that adults take for granted. We demand they attend the institution
for six hours a day, five days a week. There they are worked in minute
detail for no extrinsic reward, or even for realistic future gains – deferred
gratification does not work for them. The micro-control extends to speaking
only with permission; performing activities they have no interest in; and
being harassed for not trying hard enough. It also entails being measured and
set against their peers as competitors. It includes the control of their appear-
ance in clothing, hair and jewellery, when to eat and where to drink.
It extends so far as controlling their visits to the toilet. In schools where
such conditions exist in an oppressive ethos, bullying can become a real
problem among pupils.
Everyone needs some control over basic areas of their lives or else they

maladapt in different ways. Some children do this by seeking unfair and cruel
control over their peers. They bully.
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The way schools go about their functions, even though those functions are
predetermined, can make a big difference to the quality of relationships in
them. Some schools have much higher rates of bullying than others, despite
having strong similarities otherwise (Xin Ma et al. 2001; Roland and Galloway
2004). It is highly improbable that that those schools have a higher number of
naughtier and nastier kids, and high exclusion rates in those schools do not
appear to improve the problem either (Ball and Hartley 2003). While we
should accept that schools have to maintain discipline, and all schools need
some form of hierarchy in order to run smoothly, we must take care to be fair
and humane in the eyes of the children.
Most children are happy within a hierarchical structure as long as they

perceive it to be safe and fair, but if they are abused, ridiculed in public,
shouted at, punished as a group, or treated with sarcasm and disdain, they
resent it (Ross-Epp 1996). In the 11-year-long competition that is compulsory
schooling, there are winners and losers. Some children rarely succeed in that
competition, and so bossing someone else about can be the release they crave
from failure. Their predicament is described, in studies of oppressed groups in
other situations, as ‘horizontal violence’ (Freire 1972; Leymann 1996).
Most teachers are caring and intelligent people doing a difficult and

demanding job. There are times when they are less than perfect, and this can
only be expected. When such lapses in their high professional standards prove
effective – if they achieve the right results in the wrong way – others might
emulate the same undesirable behaviours. Effectively, they may be bullying
to enforce discipline. I confess to such lapses myself, having used them to great
effect over a period of years when I was praised for getting good behavioural
results from very difficult students. It was only when I witnessed one of my
younger staff copying my approach that I realized the harm that I might be
doing.
So what advice would be helpful to new teachers in managing discipline in

schools? One strategy I came up with was to imagine in every exchange with
students that their parents were present while you were dealing with them.
Can you justify your words, your tone and your body language? If so, then
you can be pretty sure that you are not bullying them. If we preach the values
of fairness and decency to students, then we ourselves should not be sarcastic
or mean. We must retain a professional level of dignifying children equivalent
to that which we would use when dealing with parents and other adults. In
my practice in secondary schools, pupils were quick to complain (when they
felt safe to do so) about what they perceived as double standards. The teachers
who ate or drank in their classrooms while confiscating pupils’ snacks, or
arrived late to lessons but meted out detentions for the same crime, were dis-
liked and resented. Power without justice was always noted, such as a whole
class being punished for the misdemeanours of one pupil.
Although these may seem petty injustices, to some pupils they signal a

strong message of ‘might is right’: if you are powerful enough, you can get
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away with anything, and staff behaviour was seen as a hypocritical working
model for children to bully others.

Summary

Bullying is often seen as the fault of particular children who are labelled as
‘bullies’. I would argue that such labels are not helpful as they prevent us from
looking at what we as adults could and should change (our relationships with
children, the professional standards we consider important, and the unnecessary
or punitive rules we set in our classrooms). This would have a greater impact
than focusing on things we are unlikely to be able to change, such as a child’s
personality, where bullying is a response to their individual situation. Inter-
ventions to reduce bullying should be preceded by discussion on how the school
can improve its ethos and culture. While it may well be more comfortable and
acceptable to consider bullying in school to be purely a pupil problem, any
attempt to make a lasting impact will be unsuccessful until the adults engage with
their own role in creating and maintaining a pro-social and non-oppressive,
inclusive environment.

Reflection on values and practice

Defining bullying

Instead of using common definitions of bullying, listen to the range of things
that pupils do to other pupils that they say they don’t like. What really bothers
them? What can you do to address this and to increase an inclusive ethos in
your classroom?

Developing fairness and justice

If you have a pupil who is involved in bullying others, how can you encourage
them to rethink occasions when they were treated unfairly, drawing out a
sense of empathy from this experience and a recognition that they are emu-
lating the unfair person? How could this practice be incorporated into your
teaching and learning practice?

The acid test

You are a role model to the children in your class. Reflect on your own
interpersonal exchanges with pupils. Think back to an incident when you
were disciplining a pupil. How would you feel if you had to watch a video of
this with the child’s parents? If you would not feel comfortable, then consider
how you should conduct yourself. Many pupils’ behaviour does change when
they realize you are treating them with dignity and professionalism.
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Chapter 4

Supporting Gypsy, Roma and
Traveller pupils

Chris Derrington

Introduction

Gypsy, Roma and Traveller children attend every type of school and early
years’ setting throughout the UK. They are all different and individual, but it is
recognised officially that, as a group, they are the most ‘at risk’ in the education
system in terms of their attendance, engagement and attainment (Ofsted
1999a: 7). National attainment data show that, while attainment levels for
most groups of pupils in our schools have improved over the past few years, in
the case of Gypsy, Roma and Traveller pupils these levels have actually
deteriorated (DCSF 2009b). So who are these children, and why are they
underperforming so dramatically in our schools?
The government’s education department uses the generic term ‘Gypsy, Roma

and Traveller’ (GRT) to embrace a number of different communities. Some
families from these communities no longer travel and have settled perma-
nently in one place; others maintain a nomadic lifestyle and travel almost
continuously or on a seasonal basis between different parts of the country.
Children from the most highly mobile communities (for example, those who
move around frequently because they have no legal place to stay) typically
experience a fragmented education which, not surprisingly, has a negative
impact on their attendance and attainment at school. They might attend many
different schools, each for a short period of time, provided there are places
available. Others might spend considerable periods (months or even years)
out of school altogether. Children who travel on a seasonal basis due to their
parents’ work patterns (for example, Fairground families) are often enrolled at
a ‘base’ school all year round, even though they only attend physically during
the winter months. Some of these children then continue to receive their
education when they are travelling by means of distance-learning materials
provided by their base school.
However, most Gypsy, Roma and Traveller families these days live per-

manently on authorised sites or in houses, either by choice, or because there is
no other legal option available to them. This may surprise you. Some people
assume, wrongly, that you can’t be a Traveller if you live in a house.



 

Furthermore, if the majority of Gypsy, Roma and Traveller children now
live in housing or on a permanent site, then why should they have the
lowest attainment at all Key Stages, and why is the gap getting wider instead
of narrower?
This chapter aims to help you understand and address the particular needs of

this diverse group of children and young people.

Who are Gypsies, Roma and Travellers?

The term GRT represents a diverse collection of communities, including
Romany Gypsies, Travellers of Irish heritage, European Roma, Fairground
and Circus showmen and New Travellers. While it is fair to say that these
communities have some shared cultural characteristics, there are also some
important distinctions to make. The main one is that some, but not all, are
recognised in law as constituting a minority ethnic group. In considering
whether a community is an ethnic group (as opposed to a social group), a
number of criteria must be met. Two essential characteristics are:

� ancestry and a long shared history of which the group is conscious as dis-
tinguishing it from other groups, and the memory of which it keeps alive

� a distinct cultural tradition including social customs and manners, often but
not necessarily associated with religious observance.

Let’s explore this further by looking at the various communities included
under the generic term ‘Gypsy, Roma and Traveller’. The first three groups
described below are recognised in law as having a distinct ethnicity.

Romany Gypsies

The largest group of Travellers in the UK is often referred to in the literature
as Romany Gypsy, although other terms such as Gypsy Traveller, English or
Scottish Gypsy, Romany and Romanichal may also be applied. Increasingly,
the term Roma (see below) is adopted. It should be recognised that people
have the freedom to describe themselves in whatever way they wish, and
teachers should take the lead from parents and pupils rather than making
assumptions about ‘correct’ terminology.
Regardless of the preferred term, this community is believed to have

descended from north-west India. Around 1000 years ago, groups of nomadic
migrants fled the Indian subcontinent during clashes between invading warriors
and settled in almost every region from Persia to the Balkan states, eventually
arriving in the UK in the fifteenth century. With their dark skin, it was assumed
that they were pilgrims from Egypt, so they were called Egyptians (from
which the word ‘Gypsy’ is derived). Linguistic evidence, however,
supports the theory of their Indian origins and, although it is not widely
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known, Romany Gypsies have retained elements of a language known as
Romanes or Romani, which has its roots in ancient Sanskrit (the language
used in northern India around the ninth century). A hybrid version of this
language is commonly spoken by Romany families, and a number of words
have been incorporated into common English usage (for example, cushti,
bloke, pal, gaff).
Many Romany Gypsies today live in houses; others might live in trailers

(caravans) or mobile homes. Regardless of where they live, they are Romany
Gypsies by birthright and are therefore recognised in law as being a legitimate
ethnic group, protected by race relations legislation.

Travellers of Irish heritage

The next largest group in the UK are Travellers of Irish heritage. As the name
suggests, these Travellers are indigenous to Ireland and are believed to be
descendents of travelling entertainers, itinerant craftsmen and metal workers.
The derogatory term ‘tinker’ refers to the traditional occupational status of
tinsmith. Travellers of Irish heritage have retained aspects of a Celtic language
which has its roots in Gaelic. Although their historical roots are different, their
customs and traditions have similarities with those of Romany Gypsies, partly
for pragmatic reasons associated with a nomadic way of life, and partly due to
intermarriage between the communities.

Roma

Roma are European Gypsies. This diverse subgroup, believed to number
around ten million globally, also constitute a minority ethnic group in the
UK. The largest numbers continue to live in Eastern Europe, particularly in
Romania, Bulgaria and Hungary. However, after the demise of the commu-
nist regime, standards of healthcare, access to education and opportunities for
employment were largely denied to these communities, and racial attacks led
to a wave of asylum-seekers entering Western Europe. Each Roma group has its
own national identity and language, and families will often identify themselves
first in national terms and then as Roma, for example ‘Czech Roma’.
It is important that teachers and schools understand that all the groups

described above are legitimate minority ethnic communities and are therefore
protected under Race Relations legislation. Statutory ethnic monitoring of
Gypsy, Roma and Traveller pupils in schools has been in place only since
2003, when ‘Gypsy/Roma’ and ‘Travellers of Irish heritage’ were included for
the first time as two distinct ethnicity group categories within the School
Census. Consequently, all maintained schools are now required to include
these categories as part of the data collection reported in PLASC returns.1

Unfortunately, many Traveller parents and children choose not to disclose
their identity for fear of bullying and prejudice. This has a significant impact
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on the accuracy of statistical data available, and led to government guidance for
schools to encourage wider practice in self-ascription (Ivatts 2006; DCSF
2008a).
The School Census does not explicitly identify pupils from Fairground or

Circus (showmen) communities, ‘New Travellers’, or those dwelling on the
waterways, unless they also belong to one of the above groups. These com-
munities are recognised as Occupational Travellers or social groups, as
opposed to minority ethnic groups. However, it is very important to mention
these other Traveller groups within this chapter, as they experience many of
the same educational challenges.

Fairground showmen

Fairground communities have a distinctive culture and lifestyle that stretches
back many centuries. Their ancestral links date back to the travelling mer-
chants and entertainers of the Charter Fairs in the Middle Ages, and possibly
beyond that to pagan times, when seasonal gatherings were held for trade and
festivity. Today, Fairground showman families tend to own or rent land,
which serves as their base during the winter months, but spend the majority of
the year following a circuit of meticulously planned events both in the UK
and, increasingly, on the continent. Children from these communities tend to
be enrolled at a base school near their winter quarters, and in many cases these
schools are involved in the development of distance-learning packs, which
are sent to the pupils on a regular basis while they are travelling with the
fair. It is estimated that over 1000 children from Fairground families now
access this type of flexible, personalised education (Marks and Wood 2008),
which also helps to strengthen and maintain home–school relationships
(Wilkin et al. 2009b).

Circus communities

Like Fairground showmen, Circus communities may describe themselves as
Occupational Travellers, although some performers may also be Gypsies.
Circus groups are usually diverse, typically comprising a troupe of interna-
tional performers, some of whom will have children. The frequency of
movement between venues can make access to school difficult for them, and
although some benefit from distance-learning programmes organised by their
base school, other circuses employ tutors who travel and live as part of the
community.

New Travellers

New Travellers (commonly referred to in the past as ‘New Age Travellers’)
are, by definition, a more recent cultural phenomenon. Groups of younger
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people (known as ‘hippies’) opted for a nomadic lifestyle during the 1960s,
but the phenomenon grew during the 1970s and 1980s with the emergence
of the free festival movement, as more young people bought large vehicles to
transport themselves and their possessions between the summer festivals. In
the late 1980s, cutbacks in social security and housing benefits, made by the
Thatcher government, had a particular impact on young people between the
ages of 16 and 25, leading to a surge in youth homelessness and in young
economic refugees taking to the road and an alternative travelling lifestyle
(Martin 1998).

Key considerations for teaching and learning

Having provided a brief overview of the various Traveller communities in the
UK, let’s now consider the key implications for teachers and schools. National
initiatives aimed at narrowing the achievement gap have been targeted at these
groups because there has been so little progress recorded over recent years. If
anything, the gap is getting wider rather than narrower (DCSF 2009b). In the
past, the educational underachievement of Gypsy, Roma and Traveller pupils
was associated with problems around practical access to school due to a mobile
lifestyle. Later, as planning law became more restrictive, and families began to
settle on permanent sites or into housing, cultural influences were assumed to
be largely responsible for non-registration, poor attendance and progress. More
recent research, however, identifies ‘push’ factors as well as ‘pull’ factors that can
impact on Gypsy Roma and Traveller pupils’ attendance and engagement in
school (Derrington 2007). Push factors can be either subtle or overt school-based
effects, which deter some Traveller pupils from achieving their educational
potential. In order to help address this inequality, teachers and schools need to:

� be alert to and challenge racism
� be aware of and respect cultural influences
� maintain and communicate high expectations.

Racism

Children from Gypsy, Roma and Traveller families have exactly the same
rights to education as any other child, and it is unlawful for schools to dis-
criminate on the grounds of lifestyle, culture or ethnicity. Under the Race
Relations Amendment Act (2000), schools have a general duty to promote
equality of opportunity, eliminate racial discrimination and promote good
relationships between people from different racial backgrounds. They are also
charged with specific duties such as preparing a written statement of policy for
promoting race equality. This applies to all schools, regardless of whether
there are pupils from different ethnic groups on roll. It is important that all
schools remember to include Gypsy, Roma and Traveller communities in
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their work on inclusion and diversity in order to challenge the negative
stereotypes that abound in the media.
People and groups that do not conform to, or fit neatly into, our own

perception of ‘normality’ tend to be stigmatised and rejected, and it is often
said that Gypsies, Roma and Travellers are the only minority ethnic groups
about whom it is still socially acceptable to be racist (CRE 2005). Some
people have a mental image of a ‘true’ Gypsy: the exotic and romanticised
version, which is deemed more acceptable than the alternative, criminalised
Gypsy, associated with theft, deception and mess. Both of these are unhelpful
stereotypes generated and fuelled by reports and images in the media and
consolidated through a lack of awareness. Travellers are as diverse as any other
group of people and, if left unchallenged, such stereotyped attitudes will affect
our behaviour towards and expectations of Traveller children in our schools,
resulting in unprofessional practice.
Gypsy, Roma and Traveller pupils probably endure more racist name-calling

than most teachers realise. A growing number of research studies reveal that
this is a very common problem, which can discourage these children from
attending school regularly (Lloyd et al. 1999; Reynolds et al. 2003; STEP
2003; Bowers 2004; Warrington 2006). In one study (Derrington and Kendall
2004), it was observed that around one in three Traveller students dealt with
racist name-calling by retaliating physically, often with the encouragement of their
parents. Unfortunately, this way of coping attracted negative attention from
teachers. What’s more, it was found that teachers were likely to attribute the
retaliating behaviour to cultural traits rather than emotionally fuelled responses to
racial harassment. Teachers were also inclined to believe that Gypsy, Roma and
Traveller pupils were the initiators of conflict between peers (Wilkin et al. 2009a).

Awareness of Traveller culture

Although it can be detrimental to generalise cultural characteristics (particularly
as these communities are diverse), some insight can help teachers to gain a
better understanding of Gypsy, Roma or Traveller pupils and their families. It
is important to appreciate, for example, that Traveller parents do tend to be
very child-centred and highly protective, and it may take time and effort for a
trusting relationship to develop between home and school. It is important to
remember that Gypsies and Travellers have endured a long history of persecu-
tion and rejection by the settled community, and many parents continue to
express anxiety about the physical, moral and psychological welfare of their
children in school (Kiddle 1999, Parker-Jenkins and Hartas 2002; Ofsted 2003;
Bowers 2004; Derrington and Kendall 2004; Padfield 2005). Older siblings
and cousins may be under strict instructions from home to look out for and
protect younger ones in the playground, and there may be reluctance from
parents to allow their children to take part in school trips and extracurricular
activities. Not all Traveller parents will have attended school as children
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themselves. Those parents may not be able to read and write well, or may be
confused by educational jargon used in school. Some Traveller parents may have
had unhappy personal experiences of school, making them wary of, or inti-
midated by, the school environment. Events such as pupil progress consultations,
review meetings and curriculum information evenings may be avoided by
anxious parents, perhaps giving teachers the impression that they are unsupportive
or uninterested in their child’s education (Derrington and Kendall 2004).
Traveller parents’ anxiety about secondary school (in particular) is some-

times driven by the generalised belief that non-Traveller society is corrupt and
lacking in moral standards. Strict moral codes are generally upheld in the
community, and consequently, Travellers tend to marry at a young age.
Widely publicised reports in the media of mainstream social problems related
to drugs, alcohol and promiscuity are often cited by young Travellers and their
parents in discussions about secondary education (Derrington 2007). These
also feature strongly among the concerns that Traveller parents articulate when
opting for Elective Home Education. Consequently, Traveller parents are
likely to be attracted by the prospect of small schools, culturally diverse
schools, single-sex secondary schools, faith schools, and those that are genu-
inely ‘welcoming’, where staff are perceived as having knowledge of, and
respect for, Traveller culture, and where they believe their children will be
safe (Parker-Jenkins and Hartas 2002; Wilkin et al. 2009b). This said, opposing
concepts of safety and danger are socially constructed, and there may be cul-
tural differences that are difficult for schools to understand. As mentioned
previously, young Travellers are usually afforded a high level of protection by
their families, and it is not uncommon for them to be forbidden to go on
residential trips, parties or school discos for their own safety. Young children
tend to be perceived and treated as ‘babies’ for several years, and it can be
difficult to persuade some parents of the benefits of early years provision.
However, paradoxically, once they reach middle childhood, Traveller children
tend to assume adult responsibilities such as taking care of domestic and
childcare duties, gaining financial independence, using tools and learning
to drive. Most Traveller children are therefore quite used to working and
socialising alongside adults, and tend to display a level of maturity that sets
them apart from peers. They are often confident communicators, and their
conversational style with adults can be direct and may even be perceived in
school as outspokenness (Lloyd et al. 1999; MacNamara 2001).
Traditional gender roles are also promoted in some Traveller families, and

girls may be discouraged from pursuing further education and a career.
Another potential source of frustration for teachers is that strongly upheld
values linked to family and community loyalty can take priority over education.
This is gradually changing, as more parents realise the impact of irregular
school attendance on academic progress, but opportunities for gatherings
to celebrate birthdays, anniversaries and traditional horse fairs may still take
precedence over anything that is happening at school.
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Traveller pupils should be encouraged to be proud of their culture, and it is
important that it is recognised within the curriculum. In schools where there is
a lack of recognition, or denial of cultural difference, it can perpetuate ‘the
continuing ignorance of individual teachers’ (Lloyd and McCluskey 2008: 10).
There is a wealth of culturally relevant resources available for schools from
the National Association of Teachers of Travellers + Other Professionals
(www.NATT.org.uk), and most local authorities have staff with expertise in
supporting the achievement of Gypsy, Roma and Traveller pupils.
An enhanced awareness of some of these cultural influences should enable

teachers and schools to respond more empathically and flexibly to the needs of
Traveller pupils and their families. However, maintaining high expectations
and providing consistent messages to all pupils in terms of their behaviour,
attendance, effort and attainment is fundamental.

Maintaining high expectations

Low expectations are often manifestations of generalised, stereotyped beliefs,
and we develop them when we are unwilling or unable to obtain all the
information we would need to make fair judgements about people or situa-
tions. These generalised beliefs may have their roots in our own limited
experiences (‘I got tricked once by a Gypsy’) or those that have been relayed
to us by relatives, friends or colleagues (‘I had his brother in my class last
year – good luck!’). They are also generated from stories we read in news-
papers or what we see on TV and film and, as already mentioned, these are
likely to be less than positive. Teachers’ expectations of their pupils therefore
tend to be based on limited evidence gleaned before they have even met the
pupil(s) in question. Teachers’ expectations (whether high or low) also tend to
be self-fulfilling.
A number of studies have noted that teachers’ expectations in relation to

Gypsy Traveller pupils can be unreasonably low (Kiddle 1999; Ofsted 1999a,b;
Bhopal et al. 2000; Derrington and Kendall 2007). Low teacher expectations
may be expressed in conscious or unconscious, overt or subtle ways in the
classroom, and they may even be well intentioned. Consider the following
examples.

� A reception class teacher removes a shared reading record card from a
Gypsy pupil’s book bag because she has been told that the parents are illiterate.

� A Traveller pupil new to the school is placed in the lowest literacy and
numeracy groups because it is assumed that he will have gaps in his learning.

� A pupil tells the teacher that her parents won’t allow her to transfer to
secondary school because ‘Gypsy girls don’t go to high school’. When no
transfer form is returned, the school makes little attempt to follow this up.

� A Traveller pupil is absent from school most Fridays and this is marked in
the register with the code T.2
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� A fight breaks out in the playground and it is assumed that the Traveller
boys started it.

� A part-time vocational course aimed especially at Traveller students is set up
at the local college.

Even though some of these actions might have been implemented with the
best interest of the child and his/her family at heart, what message might each
one convey? The chances are, even the most subtle expression of low expec-
tation will be internalised by pupils and their parents. For example, if absence
from school is not followed up rigorously in the same way that it is for other
pupils, this may be interpreted as an act of passive condoning that encourages
further disengagement (self-fulfilling prophecy).

Conclusions

Despite official guidance aimed at raising outcomes for Gypsy, Roma and
Traveller pupils over the past 15 years or so (Ofsted 1996, 1999a,b, 2003;
Bhopal et al. 2000; DfES 2003; DCSF 2008a,b), the achievement of these
groups remains unacceptably low. Some commentators argue that the pre-
dominant data-driven approach to raising educational standards has failed to
take account of the complex and holistic needs of individual Gypsy, Roma
and Traveller pupils (Foster and Walker 2009). A recent systematic review of
the literature (Wilkin et al. 2009a) concludes that a history of low expectations
and negative attitudes (on the part of teachers, parents and pupils), a lack of
cultural awareness in schools, racist bullying, and discriminatory policies and
practices have collectively been associated with the long-standing record of
poor educational outcomes for these pupils.
In an effort to address this inequality, the former government stepped up its

response by introducing a national targeted intervention programme to
enhance the quality of educational provision, improve rates of attendance,
reduce exclusions and raise attainment. This programme, part of the then
government’s Ethnicity, Social Class and Gender Achievement Plan, is known
as the Gypsy, Roma and Traveller Achievement Programme (GRTAP).
A number of participating primary and secondary schools across the UK
worked closely with advisory teachers and National Strategy advisers to develop
practice, build capacity and improve pupil outcomes. The key priorities of the
programme were more effective use of data to track pupil progress, literacy
interventions, parent partnership, early years education, better preparation and
support for transfers and transition, the raising of ascription levels, and
improvements in behaviour and attendance.
A significant outcome of the GRTAP is a set of four interrelated booklets

entitled Moving Forward Together: Raising Gypsy, Roma and Traveller Achievement
(DCSF 2009b). This set of materials (also available online) provides advice and
information on a range of issues such as learning and teaching approaches,
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conditions for learning, the promotion of cultural diversity, challenging
racism, and working effectively in partnership with families and communities.
Secondly, the Gypsy Roma Traveller History Month (GRTHM, www.

grthm.co.uk), first launched in June 2008, aims to raise the profile and celebrate
the culture and history of various Traveller communities. Like Black History
month, this annual event takes place at the same time all over the country, and
is marked by community-led activities to raise awareness of Gypsy, Roma and
Traveller contributions to society. Schools are supported by the government’s
education department, and schools are encouraged to participate, regardless of
whether or not they have Gypsy, Roma and Traveller pupils on roll.
Finally, a longitudinal research project into the underachievement of these

groups was commissioned by the former government’s education department
(Wilkin et al. 2009b). This study identified a number of interwoven conditions
that have a positive impact on educational outcomes for these groups of lear-
ners. These include the establishment of parental trust in the school as a per-
ceived place of safety, evidence of mutual respect between pupils and staff and
between parents/carers and staff, flexibility of school and teacher responses to
cater for individual needs, and the communication of consistently high
expectations for GRT pupils.
Every teacher has a professional duty to help close the attainment gap for all

groups of pupils. The provision of high-quality teaching, underpinned by a
commitment to inclusive education and equality issues, is likely to benefit
all pupils including those from Gypsy, Roma and Traveller backgrounds.
Furthermore, it has been suggested that the experiences and achievements of
Gypsy, Roma and Traveller pupils in the classroom can be said to represent
the ‘litmus test’ of inclusive education (Foster and Walker 2009).

Reflection on values and practice

� A Gypsy Roma Traveller pupil in your class is reported for fighting in the
playground. He defends his actions by saying he was called ‘Gyppo’.
What would your response be in the immediate term, and as a follow-up to
the incident?

� You have never had an opportunity to talk with the parents of a Traveller
child in your class. They sit in the family vehicle rather than waiting at the
school gate with other parents, and they have never been to a parents’
evening.
How do you interpret this behaviour? What could you do to encourage
dialogue and build a relationship?

Notes
1 Pupil Level Annual School Census. Once a year, all maintained schools must provide
the Department for Education with detailed information about each pupil, including
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their ethnicity in order to monitor, among other things, whether certain groups of
pupils are under-achieving disproportionately in relation to others.

2 The ‘T’ code denotes periods of travelling.

Resources

National Association of Teachers of Travellers + Other Professionals (NATT+): www.
NATT.org.uk

Bhopal, K. and Myers, M. (2009) Gypsy, Roma and Traveller pupils in schools in the UK:
inclusion and ‘good practice’, International Journal of Inclusive Education 13(3): 219–314.

O’Hanlon, C. and Holmes, P. (2004) The Education of Gypsy and Traveller Children: Towards
Inclusion and Educational Achievement, Stoke on Trent: Trentham Books.

Tyler, C. (ed.) (2005) Traveller Education: Accounts of Good Practice, Stoke-on-Trent: Trentham
Books.
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Chapter 5

The influence of gender in
the classroom
How boys and girls learn

Steve Bartlett and Diana Burton

Introduction

All of us are affected in some way by issues of social class, ethnicity and
gender. In this chapter we look specifically at the influence of gender on the
achievement of pupils in our education system to raise the implications for
inclusive ways of working. We consider how, for much of the twentieth
century, research concentrated on the inequality of opportunity for girls and
the social changes that have attempted to rectify this. We then look at the
current debates surrounding the now apparently poor achievement of boys
and the culture of underperformance accompanying this. We conclude by
suggesting that any examination of the self-perception, motivation and
achievement of children and young people needs to include a consideration of
social class and ethnicity as well as gender. It is only by being aware of such
factors that policies promoting social inclusion can have any hope of success.
All teachers need to understand these significant forces in pupils’ lives in order
to make their practice more effective.

Sex and gender

Before we consider the impact of gender on pupil achievement, it is important
to examine the terminology that is used in such debates. The term ‘sex’ is
usually used when referring to our biological make-up. It identifies us as male or
female. Biological differences include chromosomes, hormones, and physical
sexual characteristics such as sexual organs, body hair and physique. The term
‘gender’ refers to the social construction of masculine and feminine. It is what
we expect males and females to be like in terms of behaviour, appearance,
beliefs and attitudes. There is a continuing debate as to how much of our
maleness and femaleness is biologically determined and how much is socially
constructed.
A biological determinist position holds that our biological sex is significant

in determining us as individuals. Our biological make-up plays the major part
in deciding how we behave. Thus mothering and caring are presented as



 

female traits, while aggression and protecting are male. This biological
base can be seen as underpinning many explanations for the structure of
families and the conjugal roles within them. An alternative view is that,
although there are certain biological differences between males and females, it is
society and the culture that we live in that creates the notions of masculinity
and femininity.
Early feminist writers such as Oakley (1975) wished to highlight the sig-

nificance of cultural as opposed to biological factors in explaining the ongoing
socially inferior position of women in society. Their argument was that it was
the social constructions of gender and sexuality that led to the oppression of
women. The biological accounts were seen as part of male social control that
perpetuated the myth of male superiority. The whole notion of masculinity
and femininity from this perspective was socially determined.
There are physical differences between males and females, and these

become more obvious as we grow up and move through adolescence and into
adulthood. However, there is a wide variation both within and across the
genders in terms of individual physical characteristics. What is deemed as attrac-
tive to the opposite sex is different from society to society, and changes over
time with fashion. Clothing, diet and body-building/-reducing exercises to
change our appearance are all used, and with advances in medical science
people can radically alter their physical characteristics and even biological sex.
In modern societies, and across a range of cultures, any presentation of a clear,
uncomplicated sexual divide is rather an oversimplification.

Masculinities and femininities

As teenagers strive to be independent from their elders, they are also subject to
strong peer pressures. Gender characteristics that stereotype appropriate physi-
cal appearance and behaviour can cause pressure to conform, particularly on
young people who are coming to terms with themselves as they develop. To
be identified as different or ‘other’ can have a significant effect on the self-
image of young people. Pupils’ interactions and perceptions are significant in
the ‘othering’ process. Labels become attached to pupils, and some are more
difficult to resist or counter than others. Language plays a very powerful part
in this process, and use of sexual insults such as ‘gay’, ‘queer’ or ‘slag’ may have
lasting repercussions for the identity, future interactions and sexual behaviour
of the young people involved (Vicars 2006).
Stereotypical images of boys in school include loud, boisterous behaviour,

lack of interest in studying, and generally taking a rushed and untidy approach
to work. Images of stereotypical girl behaviour include being quiet, hard-
working, neat and careful in appearance. If we look at real groups of young
people and consider the broad range that exists in terms of behaviour, beliefs,
values and appearance, we see how inappropriate it is to use such stereotypes.
One should beware of using too rigid a definition of what constitutes female
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or male behaviour of young people. Some writers, such as Mac an Ghaill
(1994), Swain (2004) and Connell (2006) speak of a range of masculinities and
femininities, thus allowing for greater variation.
Paechter (2006) suggests that as children grow older, they move through

successive overlapping communities as they develop their understanding of
what it means to be an adult man or woman. Swain (2004) says that pupils
live within the context of their own communities, and that these wider
contexts influence individual school policies and cultures. Thus schools
are influenced by local employment opportunities, housing type, and the
religious and ethnic mix of the area. Within this, Swain says that each
school also has its own gender regime. This ‘consists of … individual personnel
expectations, rules, routines and a hierarchical ordering of particular practices’
(ibid.: 182).
It is worth considering the integral part that gender relationships play

in school life and how these vary depending upon the ethos of the school
(Liu 2006; Mellor and Epstein 2006). School uniform, lining up in the play-
ground or outside the classroom, class lists that separate boys and girls, and
how pupils and teachers are addressed are all instances where gender may or
may nor be highlighted in formal school procedures. Gender is also part of
informal school processes, for example, the arrangement of each individual
classroom and where pupils sit, who children play with at break times and
what they play, the number of pupils choosing different subjects at secondary
school, and the number of male and female adults employed by the school
and their positions of responsibility. Since schools are a key part of the
wider socialisation process, they both influence and are influenced by gender
relationships.

A historical view of recent developments in gender
relations in Britain

How the roles of men and women and their relationships to each other vary
over time can be illustrated by considering the period from Victorian England
to the present day. In the early 1800s, Britain was very much a patriarchal
society. Women were not able to vote, own property or obtain a divorce.
Within the middle classes, women were effectively under the control of either
their father or their husband. It was men who governed the empire and the
society, ran businesses and supported the family. Women did not work,
and were confined to a life that revolved around the home. Boys from the
more affluent classes would be educated at public and grammar schools, but
the education of girls would be primarily left to governesses and conducted in
the home, based on the knowledge deemed suitable for a lady. For the
working classes, life was much harder and both men and women worked,
although women did the more menial factory work and were paid less than
men. In the early educational provision for the working classes, girls were able
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to attend school as well as boys, although both were taught appropriately to
the social expectations of the time.
It has taken many years of political and social pressure for women to

achieve legal equality with men. They gained the right to divorce, they
won the vote, and the Sex Discrimination Act 1975 outlawed discrimination
on the grounds of gender. From this date women, legally at least, had
equality with men. However, there were still economic and social differences
that were strongly influenced by gender. In employment terms, women
remained underrepresented in many, usually more highly paid, professions,
and the average earnings of women remained well below those of men.
It has actually proved very difficult for women to ‘break into’ male-dominated
areas such as medicine, law and engineering. At the time of the Sex
Discrimination Act, it was still widely accepted that a woman’s place
remained in the home and that the man was the main breadwinner. Women’s
employment was largely seen as temporary before starting a family, or as a
way of supplementing the family income when the children were older.
Changes in attitude have continued to take place, and over the years women
have increasingly taken up careers in many areas in which previously they
had not.
Education reflects social and political attitudes. State education has been

provided throughout the twentieth century to all pupils, regardless of gender.
In the early part of the 1900s, the elementary schools were co-educational.
While primary schools have always been co-educational, the introduction of a
selective secondary system saw the development of single-sex secondary
schools. It was the development of new, large comprehensive schools from the
1960s onwards that saw boys and girls taught together in their secondary
education. From this time, it could be argued that there was gender equality
in state education.

Gender and achievement

Being taught in the same school did not remove the impact of gender on pupils’
experiences. In the 1970s and 1980s, much feminist research in education
was concerned with the perceived underachievement of girls, and how the
education process worked to maintain this through discrimination and mar-
ginalisation (Oakley 1975; Sharpe 1976; Spender 1982; Whyte 1983). Gender
differences were maintained and highlighted through the processes of school-
ing, which involved the separation of the genders through school uniforms,
differential expectations of behaviour, and a gender-specific curriculum (for
example, needlework and typing for girls; metalwork and technical drawing
for boys). This was further enforced through the attitudes of teachers, peers,
parents, and later (usually male) employers. Thus the ambitions of female
students remained low, and they were discouraged in a variety of ways
from choosing the ‘hard’ mathematical and scientific subjects so important to
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future employment prospects in favour of the more ‘feminine’ arts and
humanities.

Curriculum strategies

In the 1970s and 1980s, strategies were developed to make the curriculum
more girl-friendly, and a number of initiatives were designed to improve the
achievement of girls by raising awareness, altering attitudes and increasing
ambition. Consideration was given to the curriculum and teaching methods.
For example, The Girls into Science and Technology Project investigated the
reasons for girls’ underachievement in science and technology, and encouraged
teachers to develop classroom strategies to change this (Smail 2000). Similarly,
Genderwatch was a practical evaluation pack that promoted an action research
approach, enabling teachers to monitor gender in all areas of the daily life of
their schools. Teachers were able to analyse curriculum content, their teaching
practices, and how pupils were treated in all aspects of their school experience.
The pack was designed to raise awareness and encourage the adoption of
positive antidiscriminatory action (Myers 1987). An updated version, Gender-
watch – Still Watching, has also been published (Myers et al. 2007).

Raising girls’ achievement

While the raising of awareness and the development work that accompanied it
were all based on a belief in the underachievement of girls relative to boys,
the reality was not that straightforward. Even in the 1970s, girls were out-
performing boys in English and modern foreign languages. Also, more girls
were achieving five or more O-level passes (equivalent to A*–C, GCSE) than
boys. However, because these included subjects that were seen as low status,
such as home economics, and because boys were doing better at maths and
sciences, regarded as ‘hard’ subjects of high status, girls were perceived as
underachieving (Francis 2000). Also, the selective system of grammar and
secondary modern schools, in operation before the development of the com-
prehensive system, had favoured boys due to the larger number of places
available in boys’ grammar schools as opposed to those admitting girls. Thus
boys did not need to score as highly as girls in the 11+ to secure a grammar
school education. It was not the case, then, that girls were necessarily under-
achieving, but their success was not being recognised and they were not
offered the same opportunities or encouragement as boys in order to pursue
the more rewarding economic options. Girls’ futures were still being perceived
as domestically based.
The introduction of the national curriculum in 1988 unwittingly had what

is now often regarded as a significant impact on the achievements of girls
(ibid.). From its inception, all pupils were required to study the national cur-
riculum. Thus it was no longer possible for boys or girls to drop some subjects
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in favour of others. Along with the new curriculum, a system of national
assessment for all pupils at different stages in their education was introduced. It
was now possible to produce league tables based on these Key Stage tests, and
also GCSE and A-level results. These were, and are, used to judge overall
school performance, making the achievements of boys and girls more trans-
parent than ever. They show how the performance of both boys and girls has
steadily improved. What has caught the public attention, though, is that the
improvement in the results of girls has been greater than that of boys. While
continuing to outperform boys in language subjects, girls have caught up
with boys in maths and the sciences. Concern now became focused on the
performance of boys.

Current performance of boys and girls

We need to be very cautious when interpreting statistics on gender and
examination performance. Looking at national curriculum assessment, the
picture is of a general trend towards increasing achievement of all pupils since
national testing began. There appears to be little significant difference in
achievement between boys and girls in maths and science, although girls
continue to perform better than boys in English. (Data and analysis of national
curriculum assessments can be found on the government’s education website.)
In terms of GCSE performance, DCFS statistics (www.dcfs.gov) show that

over the past decade the percentage of all pupils gaining five or more GCSE
grades at A*–C has steadily increased. Girls continue to attain a higher per-
centage of five or more passes at A*–C and to perform better than boys
in English, although there is little statistical difference in the area of maths and
science.
It is important for teachers to realise that the difference in performance

between boys and girls is not that great, with high percentages of boys con-
tinuing to perform well. Also, there is a wide range of achievement both
among boys and among girls, with many young people continuing to
experience academic and behavioural difficulties at school. It is these pupils
who need the support of education professionals.

Explanations for boys’ underachievement

Recent industrial and economic changes have meant that the male is now no
longer the only, or even the major, ‘breadwinner’ in the family. Thus the
traditional masculine image in working-class communities is not as applicable
as it was even 20 years ago, and it is suggested that many working-class boys
see no particular role for themselves. They see no need to work hard at
school, as it will make little difference to their future. At the same time, these
boys emphasise and play out their masculinity at school, where it is important
to be seen as ‘hard’ and ‘cool’, not a ‘poof’ or a ‘swot’ (Smith, 2003). Elwood
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(2005: 337) notes that over the past 20 years, the debate has thus shifted from
being about the creation of equal opportunities and improving the educational
experiences of girls to concerns about male underachievement and disadvantage.
Connolly (2004) suggests that the panic surrounding the underachievement

of boys has been rather an overreaction. The media have portrayed boys as
falling behind, and have homed in on an apparent growth of a ‘laddish’ culture
among teenage boys that is anti-study, against school values, and leads to
underachievement. Calls for developing strategies that focus on the motivations,
attitudes and performance of boys have resulted. The DCSF (2009a) publica-
tion Gender Issues in Schools points out that to see all boys as underachieving is
misleading, as some groups of boys do achieve highly while some groups of
girls do not. It can of course be argued that as working-class boys could always
get masculine jobs in the past, they have never really had reason to work hard
at school. Arnot and Miles (2005) suggest that the increasing emphasis on a
performative school system has led to greater resistance from working-class
boys who have a history of low achievement. This, they say, is being mis-
interpreted as a new development, termed ‘laddishness’. Significantly, Connolly
(2006: 15) says that masculinities and femininities are not just about gender
alone, but must be seen as combining with social class and ethnicity to ‘pro-
duce differing and enduring forms of identity’. It is this complex mix that
teachers need to be aware of.
It is important to consider some of the explanations for the achievement of

both boys and girls, if only to ‘identify and dispel some of the current and
unhelpful myths about gender and education’ (DCSF 2009a).

Explanations involving genetic differences

A biologically determinist view may look for mental differences between
males and females to help explain any subject preferences or differences in
achievement. However, there is little neurological evidence to suggest that
boys have different cognitive ability or ways of learning than girls (ibid.), and
while we become more sceptical of the whole concept of learning styles
(Coffield et al. 2004; Burton 2007), there is no clear evidence that any such
styles could be gender-specific. In fact, DCSF (2009a) suggests that any
learning practices or preferences that are gendered are likely to be due to
social rather than biological pressures. Feminist analysts would suggest that the
‘moral panic’ that has accompanied this perceived failure of boys and the
demand to rectify the situation is a reflection of fear within the male-dominated
political establishment.

Explanations involving school culture

It is suggested that schools have become more female-oriented in recent dec-
ades, and that school culture now works in favour of girls and against the
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achievement of boys (Noble et al. 2001 and Smith 2003 discuss these arguments).
It has been assumed that the assessment regimes have developed to favour
girls, with more emphasis on coursework rather than final exams. However,
this trend in assessment has reversed in recent years with no significant falling
back of girls’ performance. Girls appear to do well in examinations as well as
coursework assignments (Elwood 2005).
The curriculum is said by some to favour girls, with little to excite boys.

This point does ignore the many areas of the curriculum where the content
has been specifically chosen to attract boys. DCSF (2009a) suggests that there
is no evidence that the content of the secondary curriculum reflects particu-
larly gendered interests, though it does warn that girls still remain under-
represented in science, technology and maths subjects at university, and that
the introduction of vocational diplomas at 14–19 may encourage many boys
and girls to opt for traditional gendered routes from 14.
Jones and Myhill (2004) note how beliefs about identity can inform teachers’

perceptions, resulting in a tendency to associate boys with underachievement
and girls with high achievement. Elwood (2005) says that for many teachers
and policy makers, boys are now seen as ‘poor boys’, or that ‘boys will be
boys’, or as ‘problem’ boys. This labelling process may contribute to the low
expectations of boys, thus creating a self-fulfilling prophecy. It is these
expectations that are perhaps part of the problem. Proposed solutions to low
achievement emanating from these stereotypes involve shifting classroom
practices in order to engage boys’ interests. However, as noted above, there is
no evidence to suggest that the curriculum as in any way ‘anti-boy’ (DCSF
2009a). Changing the curriculum to make it boy-friendly appears to have
little affect on boys’ achievements; in fact, such changes may involve gender
stereotyping that could actually limit the choices that boys and girls make
(Keddie and Mills 2008).
It is also a myth that boys prefer a competitive environment. In fact, if they

are not succeeding, an emphasis on competition may actually be counter-
productive. It also appears to be a fallacy that introducing single-sex classes is a
way to improve achievement in secondary schools. While, in some cases,
single-sex classes may benefit girls, the evidence for boys is much more mixed.

Strategies for raising achievement

As pupils’ achievement is based on a number of interrelated factors, it would
be expected that strategies to raise attainment would not just focus on gender.
Both boys and girls want teachers who are able to motivate through exciting
and challenging lessons, regardless of whether they are male or female. The
overall quality of the curriculum is more significant than whether some parts
are gender biased. DCSF (2009b) has produced guidance for teachers seeking
to improve boys’ and girls’ achievement. It suggests that tackling gender dif-
ferences that have a negative impact on achievement should be done at a
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whole-school level. The guidance borrows a number of key components from
Warrington et al. (2006), and suggests that the following contribute to the
establishment of an inclusive school ethos:

� high expectations of behaviour from all pupils, with emphasis on the
development of self-discipline

� valuing diversity in all areas of school life; intolerance and discrimination are
challenged

� encouraging pupils to have a pride in their work and achievements
� enabling pupils to become fully involved in the life of the school
� continually emphasising the values of inclusion and opportunity as an inte-

gral part of school life.(Adapted from Warrington et al. 2006.)

DCSF (2009b) suggests a number of gender-related strategies that can be used
when developing an equitable and inclusive school ethos. These include:

� creating a gender-equitable school culture by tackling gender stereotypes in
behaviour

� deconstructing and challenging stereotypes in the content of the curriculum
� applying expectations of high achievement for all pupils.

Each of these strategies involves a process of reviewing current positions,
deciding appropriate actions and monitoring changes. They will involve teachers,
other adults working in the school, and also pupils.

Conclusions

In summarising the arguments concerning gender and achievement, we can
say that the performance of boys and girls overall has improved throughout
the 1990s and the 2000s, that girls have been improving faster than boys, and
that they are now performing at least equally to boys in all subjects and out-
performing them in some. However, to portray girls as achieving and boys as
underachieving is too simplistic a view (Arnot and Miles 2005; Elwood 2005;
Gipps 2006). It should be noted that the differences in overall performance of
boys and girls are not that great. It is the improvement in performance of girls
from the more middle-class backgrounds in all subjects that has caused the rise
in girls’ performance overall. Boys from middle-class backgrounds continue
generally to perform well. Boys and girls from the lower socio-economic
groups continue to underperform when compared with their more affluent
peers. Thus, as Connolly (2006) points out, while gender does exert an
influence on attainment, this may be overshadowed by the effects of social
class and ethnicity. Effective teachers must take account of these factors while
endeavouring to treat pupils as the individuals they are. We should not focus
on gender alone. Good teaching aims to empower all pupils.
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Reflection on values and practice

� Draw an organisational chart for your school. Identify whether each position
is occupied by a male or female. Compare your results with colleagues
working in other schools. What conclusions can you draw from the results
of this exercise in terms of gender and employment in schools? Do your
findings have any policy implications?

� Conduct a gender audit of one area of the curriculum. Consider content,
teaching approaches, and resources used such as worksheets and text books.
What conclusions do you draw about the gendered nature of the curricu-
lum? Do you need to make changes or not? What can you do to develop
and improve this curriculum for all pupils?

� Observe pupils working in class. Consider how different groups and indi-
viduals work differently over a period of time. Look particularly at the
characteristics of the groups – how long is spent on each task, cooperative
behaviour, and quality of work produced. Is gender a factor in any of
the variations you notice? How might you intervene to change things?

Resources

DCSF (2009a, 2009b): these two short booklets are available on the teachernet
website (www.teachernet.gov.uk). They are clearly written, explain the current position,
provide many current academic sources and give practical advice. They should be read
together.

Oakley (1975): though now rather old, this is still a classic feminist text on gender rela-
tionships in society. A very interesting account that encourages the reader to reflect on
how things have changed, or not, since its publication.

Skelton et al. (2006): this edited text provides a comprehensive overview of different the-
oretical positions on gender issues from early years to higher education.
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Chapter 6

Not in my image
Personalisation and ethnic diversity in
the classroom

Raphael Richards

Introduction

Do you remember the times when, as a student or teacher, you longed for
some support, needed advice and someone to reflect on an issue with you?
Now, imagine spending five to six hours each day in lessons doing History,
Geography, Science and English, without seeing or hearing from adults who
look like you or reflect you as a Black, Asian or Muslim young person. When
we reflect on our schooling experience, there are often two or three people
who stand out, mostly because they took an interest in our learning. They
may have helped us to develop a sense of who we were, or believed we were
talented and capable of achieving in their classroom and beyond.
In this chapter I want to explore the varied characteristics that make up the

diversity of our classrooms, with a focus on BME children and young people,
and link them to the personalisation agenda. By highlighting some of the key
issues around education in an ethnically diverse classroom, and how person-
alisation can help respond to these issues, it is hoped that teachers and other

Typically, the ethnic diversity context of UK maintained schools includes
some or all of the following:

� increasing numbers of pupils from black and minority ethnic (BME)
groups, with five of every 30 pupils in a secondary school, and six of
every 30 in a primary school, being of BME heritage

� a significant proportion of BME pupils having English as an additional
language (EAL)

� fewer than one in 15 core subject lessons being taught by a teacher of
BME heritage

� boys of BME heritage being disproportionately excluded from class-
room learning environments covering the core curriculum.



 

education professionals will reflect on their own development and practices
in our increasingly ethnically diverse classrooms. As we explore ‘Not in my
image’, you will see that the debate is increasingly about us as individuals and
the relationships we are able to build with children and young people, their
parents and our understanding of the families we serve and their communities.
Finally, I aim to leave readers with a basis from which to expand their role in
raising the achievement of BME children and young people.
In schools across the country, the ethnic diversity of the classroom will vary

widely depending on where you are in the country and in the city in which
you live. Even within many cities, the ethnic diversity of neighbouring schools
can be very different. In 2006, the minority ethnic population in schools nation-
ally stood at 18.5%. The (then) Department for Education and Skills predicted
that by 2010 over 20% of pupils would be of minority ethnic heritage in
maintained schools (DfES 2006). In 2010 the Department for Education
reported that 6% of teachers in maintained schools were from ethnic minority
communities (DfE 2010).
The key tenor of this chapter is that for ‘personalisation’ to be successful,

teachers and other educators must consider what knowledge and experience
they bring to the classroom, and how that influences children’s and young
people’s culture, language and social development. A targeted approach to
supporting individual BME pupils and groups, which is designed to raise their
achievement and improve their progress and educational experience, will
enhance our collective success and wellbeing in schools and local authorities.
However, for us to be successful, each and every pupil needs detailed personal
attention from teachers who understand their life experiences.

Ethnicity and diversity in schools

The National Census provides the official ethnographic data for the UK. In
the 1951 Census, the ethnographic measures were ‘White’ and ‘Non-White’
(the latter of which were reportedly fewer than 1%) (Peach 1996). Over time,
the ethnographic categories have expanded to reflect the changing population
of Britain. In the main, schools today are educating second- or third-genera-
tion British-born children, whose heritage is from the West Indies, India,
Pakistan, Somalia or Poland, and who between them speak over 300 lan-
guages. Some examples of key events that have contributed to the rich ethnic
diversity of schools today are described below.

� During the Second World War, over 100,000 refugees entered Britain from
Norway, Denmark, Holland, Belgium and France after the fall of their
countries to Hitler; these included around 25,000 Austrian and German
Jews, who had previously fled to those countries (Refugee Council 1998).

� The 1948 Commonwealth Act granted Commonwealth subjects the statu-
tory right of entry to the UK; large groups came from the Caribbean islands
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and the Indian subcontinent to work in the British service industries
(Kitchen 1996).

� The Empire Windrush docked in Tilbury, Essex on 28 June 1948 with 492
Caribbean men and women, signalling a new wave of immigration from
Britain’s former colonies (Mead 2009).

� In 1972, Asians in Uganda were ordered to leave the country. Half those
leaving held British passports and had the right of entry to resettle in
the UK.

� Since 2004, there have been more than one million EU migrant workers from
EU accession countries entering the UK to work (www.researchasylum.org.uk).

The schools’ population is measured yearly through the Pupil Level Annual
School Census (PLASC). The Schools Census, as it is now commonly known,
captures information about children, provided by their parents. When a child
enters a school, his or her parents or legal carers complete a form declaring
the child’s ethnicity, first language and other information. While most BME
populations can be found in the urban areas of England, few schools have no
BME or EAL pupils. Most BME pupils are born in the UK and are of second
or third generation.
Within the context of ethnicity and diversity, teachers often ask for clar-

ification of terms used to describe groups. It is important to be explicit and
clear about what one means when using such terms; it is common to use
these very loosely. Below I set out a working definition of key terms
used; however, it is important that readers review and contextualise
diversity, ethnicity, race and home language within their school and local
community.

� Culture encompasses the learned traditions and aspects of lifestyle that are
shared by members of a society or community, including their habitual
ways of thinking, feeling and behaving. The use of this term is often based
on an assumption that there is cultural cohesion and homogeneity in the
society or community (Fredrickson and Cline 2002).

� Ethnicity is a label that reflects perceived membership of, and a sense of
belonging to, a distinctive social group. The crucial distinguishing features
of an ethnic group vary between different contexts, and change over time.
They may include physical appearances, first language, religious belief and
practices, national allegiance, family structure and occupation (Phinney
1990). Ethnicity may be self-defined, or assigned by how others categorise
individuals or groups.

� Race was originally a concept categorising a group of people who are
connected by common descent or origin and have some common physical
features. However, there is no single characteristic, trait or gene that dis-
tinguishes all members of one ‘race’ from all members of another. Race is a
construct created by society to describe people according to their outward
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appearance. Race is a powerful marker that has often been used for
monitoring purposes.

� BME (Black and minority ethnic) refers to all people in the UK who are
not White British. These include people of mixed parentage where one
parent is white, and now, people from other predominantly non-white
countries. Categories include Black, Pakistani, Gypsy Traveller, and Mixed
Black African. These selections can vary from official form to form; how-
ever, all will either contract or expand the 19 choices available in the 2001
National Census.

� EAL (English as an additional language) refers to the teaching of English to
speakers of other languages. Current statistics indicate that significant num-
bers of pupils in maintained schools are learning English as a second, third,
or indeed fourth language.

The terms and concepts that are used to describe society’s diversity are relevant
in our schools as they are micro-reflections of local communities (Corbett et al.
1998; Ryan 1999). In many cities, the minority ethnic school population is
greater than 30% (for example, London, Birmingham, Leeds and Manchester).
In other areas, such as Cumbria, Norwich and Plymouth, the minority ethnic
school population is less than 6%. Regardless of the setting, the support needs
of minority ethnic pupils must be met (DfES 2004; Knowles and Ridley
2006). At some point in their careers, the majority of teachers and teaching
assistants across Britain are likely to work with minority ethnic pupils.

Minority ethnic attainment characteristics

A key purpose of Children’s Services is to implement the ‘Every Child Mat-
ters’ agenda. This may suggest that the need for focusing on ethnic diversity
has become redundant, particularly when schools are being encouraged to
focus on the needs of the whole child, using a personalised approach. I would
argue that ethnicity is an integral part of individual pupils, and that to varying
degrees it has an impact on how they view their environment. More import-
antly, pupils react to the way teachers and other adults in school interact with
them on a range of levels, including verbal, non-verbal, active and inactive.
Many teachers talk about not ‘seeing’ colour; others see cultures and social
class as barriers to BME pupils achieving. These views are often manifested in
the way teachers interact with BME pupils.
There are high achievers in all minority ethnic groups, with Chinese and

Indian pupils generally outperforming all groups at all Key Stages. In my
experience, high-achieving pupils regularly cite supportive teachers, parents or
other significant adults, including mentors. They tell of people inspiring them
and believing they would achieve, and also talk about wanting to attain a
particular goal. Some talk about overcoming adversity and defying teachers
and other adults who told them they would not achieve. Successful BME
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children and young people usually have an understanding of the academic
challenges, are aspirational, and have their pastoral needs met at school and at
home. They are also often part of a supportive community of self-sufficient,
informed and engaged, high-achieving young people.
One of the major features of minority ethnic pupils’ underachievement is

‘low expectation’ stemming from teachers and sometimes from parents. Recent
research in the UK has found that (after controlling for all other factors) for
every three White British pupils entered for the higher-tier examinations, only
two Black Caribbean pupils are entered (Strand 2008), and black students are
more likely to be placed in lower-ability groupings than their white peers
(GLA 2006; Gillborn and Youdell 2009). Educators commonly agree that the
stigma of underachievement needs to be removed from all groups. This means
tackling low expectation, creating an inclusive environment, and responding
to individual needs (Green 2000).
The Every Child Matters agenda combined with its ‘five outcomes’ helps us

to look at the individual child’s experience. That said, group data provide
useful indicators in schools as to how specific groups fare in the classroom and
in the wider school community. By looking at trends over time, we can see if
specific groups are underachieving or consistently failing to make progress.
The government’s education department now reports yearly on ethnicity and
education for maintained schools nationally.
Since ethnicity data have become more readily available throughout

schools, they have highlighted the reality of BME pupils’ progression and
outcomes in maintained schools: while some minority ethnic groups are out
performing their white counterparts, others, including Caribbean, Pakistani
and Bangladeshi pupils, are significantly underperforming. National ethnicity
data show that regional and local outcomes vary significantly. For example,
Caribbean pupils do well at GCSE in a few cities, while in others their
progress is slow throughout secondary schooling (DfES 2006). However,
the topical attainment debate in 2007 focused on white working class boys’
progress in secondary schools compared with minority ethnic pupils’ progress.
This reflected the complex interconnectedness of issues of attainment
and progression when comparing and reviewing groups by either class or
ethnicity.

English as an additional language

English as an Additional Language (EAL) is the expression used in the UK
to refer to the teaching of English to speakers of other languages. Current
statistics indicate that almost 10 per cent of pupils in maintained schools
are learning English as a second, third, or indeed fourth, language, in
addition to the language spoken in their families and homes. Over 300
languages are spoken by pupils in UK schools.

(Multiverse 2009)
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In some ethnic groups, the majority of pupils are registered as EAL pupils:
over 90% of Bangladeshi and Pakistani pupils are registered as EAL, 82% of
Indian, 75% of Chinese and 65% of Black African. This compares with fewer
than 2% of White pupils and fewer than 7% of Black Caribbean pupils.
The objectives of teachers are to help EAL pupils beyond being able to

communicate fluently in English, and to help them acquire sound academic
language as appropriate to their curriculum levels. As with all learners, pupils
learning EAL should be encouraged to become increasingly independent in
their learning. If a pupil appears fluent in social English, it is still important to
plan carefully for language development so the pupil can manage the literacy
demands of curriculum subjects. Bearing this in mind, English language
teaching (ELT) is vital to an inclusive curriculum; it is essential that teachers in
schools with a high percentage of bilingual pupils develop their ELT skills and
utilise the number of existing specialist roles to support EAL, among them
Specialist Language Support Teachers, Bilingual Teaching Assistants, Higher
Level Teaching Assistants, EAL Coordinators and EAL Champions.
For teachers and teaching assistants, the challenge is to identify how their

individual actions and continued professional development can be shaped to
have a positive impact on the underachievement of individuals and groups in
their classroom, particularly those from minority ethnic communities. According
to the GTC:

Teachers believe that for pupils, the most important issues to address are
social class, race/ethnicity and gender. Asked what is needed to tackle
underachievement, the overwhelming majority of teachers believe that
‘the achievement of each individual child needs to be maximised’. They
identify a mix of measures to help, including raising parental and school
expectations of the child.

(GTC 2006)

Personalisation and ethnic diversity

Like all significant debates, it is difficult to pinpoint the exact starting point.
David Miliband, Schools Standards Minister in 2003, was clear about what
personalisation entailed: ‘fitting the “learning styles, motivations and needs” of
individuals, empowering young people to become self-starters and ready to
add to their learning. Not letting pupils do what they liked, which would
simply trap children in their own low aspirations’. David Hopkins, who was a
Chief Advisor to UK Ministers of Education in 2004, identified the founda-
tions of personalisation as reflecting people’s aspirations and their growing
appetite for learning. He particularly stressed the moral purpose that drives
personalisation: teachers matching teaching to the individual learner, and
teachers as a profession working together to equip learners with the proficiency
and confidence to pursue understanding for themselves.
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The Canadian example of personalisation put forward by Hébert and
Hartley (2006: 498) is that change (to personalisation) will occur through
societies shaped by moral, socio-economic, political and legal influences. They
consider that these sociological and historical perspectives are important in
relation to the personalisation agenda. What counts as “personal” is not fixed
but highly bound by cultural and historical factors. Therefore educators are
called upon to see beyond broad social representations of children and young
people so as to support their strengths, legitimacy, diversity and vitality. In
structuring personalised learning, a crucial element must be to ensure that
those in greatest need, and often those with low attainment or attendance, are
targeted and then offered support, such as personal timetables, additional lessons
and extended school activities.
Personalisation begins with the teacher and his or her aspirations for indi-

vidual pupils. Gary Howard, in his book We Can’t Teach What We Don’t
Know (Howard 1999), suggests that teachers need to know themselves very
well in order to take on knowing others in an open and respectful way. He
advocates teachers spending time getting to know the backgrounds of children
they are teaching, a journey he highly recommends. When we explore ethnic
diversity, we are mostly talking about people with origins in lifestyles and
cultural experiences significantly different from ours. Research shows that as
significant adults in the classroom (teachers or teaching assistants), we rarely
explore who we are and how we come to believe the things we take for
granted, and use this to inform our assumptions, intuitions and decisions.
The 2020 Vision report (DfES 2006) considers ways to improve and sustain

the rate of pupils’ progress, strategies to enhance teachers’ skills and share best
practice, and means of engaging pupils and parents in the learning process.
The document also looks at ways in which flexibilities within the curriculum
might support personalised learning, and how to establish a better system
of innovation in teaching and learning in schools. Other research findings
suggest the classroom curriculum was closely connected to the pedagogical
content knowledge base, and that teachers’ curricular decisions regarding
content inclusion/exclusion may be based primarily on their perceptions of
students’ learning abilities. Chen and Ennis (1995) suggest that this may imply
that enhancement of prospective teachers’ pedagogical content knowledge
should be emphasised in teachers’ preparation programmes, serving as a bridge
linking subject content knowledge with the curriculum delivered in classrooms.

The curriculum and ethnic diversity

In the Diversity and Citizenship Curriculum Review, Sir Keith Ajegbo (2007)
identified that schools, through their ethos, through their curriculum, and
through work with their communities, can make a difference to the way
children and young people experience learning. However he, like others,
identified persistent barriers: for example, not all school leaders have bought in
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fully to the imperative of education for diversity for all schools, and its
priority is too low to be effective; there is insufficient clarity about the
flexibility within the curriculum and how links to education for diversity can
be made; some teachers lack confidence in engaging with diversity issues and
lack the training opportunities to improve in this area; and the notion of
racial hierarchies has not altogether disappeared – stereotypes still abound in
society.
The importance of getting our approaches right is not new, and over the

past ten years we have been reminded by reports and legislation that the needs
of all children and young people must be met. The most prominent of these
are the Aimhigher Report on Raising Black Pupils’ Achievement (Morris and
Golden 2005), the Race Relations (Amendment) Act 2000, the Education
and Inspections Act 2006 which places a new duty on schools to promote
community cohesion, the New Ofsted Framework, and the Narrowing the
Gap (NtG) agenda.
Often, when I raise with head teachers the prospect of having to have a

positive impact on BME teaching and learning, I am challenged and directed
to ‘quality-first teaching’. As new teachers, high-quality teaching must be your
priority – and yes, in an ideal world, all pupils in lessons delivered to a quality-
first standard would benefit. The reality, however, is different. We can see
that the curriculum has different impacts on BME pupils. Strand (2008) argues
that when all the allowances for deprivation and socio-economic standing
are controlled, certain groups benefit less than their peers. The schools’ self-
evaluation form and the Ofsted framework for inspection of maintained
schools are key drivers in helping us to think about how the curriculum is
meeting the needs of groups of children.
Quality-first teaching must respond to the make-up of the classroom, and

be aware of pupils’ learning preferences. The curriculum is now viewed as
flexible and dynamic enough for teachers to bring in cultures, textures and
histories from local, national and international perspectives. The National
Curriculum inclusion statement outlines how teachers can modify, as necessary,
the Curriculum’s programmes of study to provide all pupils with relevant and
appropriately challenging work at each Key Stage. It sets out three principles
that are essential to developing a more inclusive curriculum by:

� setting suitable learning challenges
� responding to diverse learning needs and overcoming potential barriers to

learning
� assessment for individuals and groups of children.

Taking positive action to identify role models that reflect the diversity of your
city, and choosing people who are relevant, can inspire children and young
people. When developing an inclusive curriculum, it is really important to
make choices that reflect pupils’ own experiences, where they can see
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something of their identity and culture reflected in what they are being
taught. It is equally important to give key roles – for example, director, nar-
rator, main character – to pupils who are not necessarily in the highest literacy
groups, in order to develop their self-esteem as writers and performers.
Further examples of this could include:

� ‘culture and identity’ incorporated into geographical teaching and learning –
ideas around culture and identity can be incorporated into studies that cover
the full range and content, and support the diverse ‘Curriculum Opportu-
nities’ and ‘Key Processes’ of the new Geography Programme of Study

� mathematics taught as a universal human language, used in different cultures
and societies

� African and Asian number systems explored, including historical references,
such as the Islamic contribution to mathematics in Europe

� all tasks, problems, materials and activities reflect the multi-ethnic nature of
modern societies.

Conclusion

With the changing demography of the pupil population, it is vital that all staff
in schools feel confident about working in a culturally and ethnically diverse
school environment. The classroom must be an inclusive environment, where
difference does not displace or undermine each individual’s sense of self.
Significant adults within the classroom have a duty to ensure equality of
opportunity and outcome for all pupils, regardless of race, gender, ethnicity,
ability or sexual orientation.
Knowing what we bring to the classroom helps us to shape pupils’ experi-

ences. The debate today is not limited to individual or institutional racism; it is
more focused on our level of self-awareness and our ability to take ownership
and responsibility for our day-to-day engagement with our environment
(Hooks 1989; Delgado and Stefancic 2000). This should lead to us never
making assumptions, instead treating each student first and foremost as an
individual, and personalising our response to maximise their progress and
outcomes. Pupils who are enthusiastic and engaged with and through the
curriculum are more likely to become confident, independent learners who
are able to articulate what they are learning.
Given the growing opportunities for teachers to engage with increasing

numbers of minority ethnic groups of pupils, their training and continuing
professional development must include greater emphasis on what can be done
to maximise the outcomes for minority ethnic children and young people in
the school environment. Constructing personalised learning plans provides a
greater opportunity for teachers to get to know individual children. There are
extended networks available to them in the local community, and nationally,
that can be called on for support.
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The personalisation agenda is very much about how we contribute indivi-
dually to collective networks that will help individual children to stay safe, and to
enjoy, achieve and maximise their life chances. There are many opportunities
now available to teachers to review and undertake small research projects, and
to acquire the knowledge and experiences necessary to meet the needs of
BME children and young people coming into the classroom.

Reflection on values and practice

� Often we achieve success with children through building an effective rapport,
and just getting on well with them. Reflect on what helps you to make
such relationships with all children.

� What would it mean to challenge yourself to overcome any barriers to
building good relationships with, and enhancing teaching and learning for,
minority ethnic students?

� Take time to find out about the ethnic diversity of your school and how it
has changed over the past five years.

Resources

Equality and Human Rights Commission (EHRC): www.equalityhumanrights.com
Ethnic Minority Achievement Unit: www.standards.dfes.gov.uk/ethnicminorities
National Association for Language Development in the Curriculum (NALDIC): www.
naldic.org.uk

Runneymede Trust: www.runnymedetrust.org
Teachernet – English as an Additional Language: www.teachernet.gov.uk/teachingandlearning/
library/EALteaching
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Chapter 7

Invisibility and Otherness
Asylum-seeking and refugee students
in the classroom

Mano Candappa

This chapter is about asylum-seeking and refugee1 children and their experiences
in British schools. The refugee experience makes these children resilient, but
they are among the most marginalized in our society, and the Other among
their peers. Paradoxically, these students are often ‘invisible’ within schools,
yet they desperately need the school’s support to help them get on with their
lives, and the challenge for schools is how best to support them while not
taking agency away from them. The chapter argues that the inclusive school is
the most supportive environment for asylum-seeking and refugee students.
I use the term ‘inclusive’ to mean including the child with his/her own
culture and values in the school, within a culture that celebrates diversity
(Corbett 1999; Armstrong 2008). In this model, the school adapts to respond
to the needs of its students, as against the integrationist model, where the
student has to fit into the school. It is the right of asylum-seeking and refugee
children to be supported to enjoy their right to education under the UN
Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC; United Nations 1989).

Background

A sharp rise in asylum applications in the UK since the 1990s2 led to perceptions
in many quarters of an ‘asylum crisis’, with applications reaching a peak of
103,000 (including dependants) in 2002. The political sensitivity of this issue
gave rise to five major parliamentary acts since 1990, which saw a progressive
reduction in financial and material assistance to people seeking asylum and their
marginalization from mainstream support services. Key among these for schools
was the Asylum and Immigration Act 1999, which witnessed the compulsory
dispersal of adults and families seeking asylum away from traditional areas of
settlement in London and south-east England to predominantly White areas,
mainly in northern England, Scotland and the Midlands. Many asylum-seeking
families were housed in areas where accommodation was available, in many cases
in socially and economically deprived areas. Many schools in dispersal areas had
little experience of multi-ethnic communities, and were ill-prepared to receive
children with English as an additional language and for diverse religious traditions.



 

While the UK has a long history of providing asylum and refuge, in the past
this had mainly been for White populations, such as Jews facing persecution
and dissidents from former Soviet-bloc countries. Today’s asylum-seeking and
refugee communities, by contrast, originate largely from Africa, Asia and the
Middle East. Thus in the past decade the main countries of origin of people
seeking asylum in the UK were (in order of significance) Somalia, Iraq, Sri
Lanka, Former Republic of Yugoslavia, Afghanistan, Turkey, Pakistan,
China, India and Iran (Castles et al. 2003). These are more visible populations,
bringing with them different languages, religions, customs and traditions, and
their presence significantly increased the UK’s Black and minority ethnic
(BME) population.3

Their highly visible presence and aspects of ‘difference’ that single them out
as the Other4 have been factors in the politics of ‘race’ being heavily impli-
cated in the country’s response to asylum-seeking and refugee communities.
They are pathologized in political and media discourses, associated with
criminal activity, a drain on the nation’s resources, and more recently, even
with terrorism. The challenge for schools is how to address these negative
images and encourage their students to celebrate the diversity these students’
presence brings.

Rights of the child

Asylum-seeking and refugee children, as children, are protected by international
rights under the UNCRC, to which the UK is a signatory.5 They are entitled
to the same rights as other children; and as children seeking refugee status or
considered refugees, these children are given additional protection under
Article 22, which states that they should receive ‘appropriate protection and
humanitarian assistance’ in the enjoyment of Convention rights.
The UNCRC gives children protection, provision and participation rights

based on four general principles, concerning –

� the child’s right to life, including the development of the child ‘to the
maximum extent possible’

� the best interests of the child
� respecting the views of the child
� that no child should suffer discrimination, stipulating equality of rights for

all children (Hammarberg 1995).

Additionally, specific articles inter alia give children the right to education:
Article 28 recognizes the child’s right to education on the basis of equal
opportunity; Article 29 states, among other things, that the child’s education
shall be directed to the ‘development of the child’s personality, talents and
mental and physical abilities to their fullest potential’. Furthermore under
Article 19, schools need to take appropriate action to protect children from all
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forms of violence, which includes bullying. Asylum-seeking and refugee chil-
dren are therefore entitled to a learning environment where their abilities can
be nurtured and developed to the fullest without fear of being subjected to
violence. These rights are all the more precious to them because the school as
a universalist service might be the only statutory agency from which they
derive support (Candappa and Egharevba 2000), and, as Elbedour et al. (1993)
indicate, for many children ‘the school serves as a second security base outside
the home, or perhaps their only security base’.
Asylum-seeking and refugee children are also entitled to protection under UK

law, in particular the Children Acts 1989 and 2004, which are underpinned by
the UNCRC. Within the framework of the Green Paper Every Child Matters
(legislative proposals given effect in the Children Act 2004), every child, from
birth to age 19, whatever their background or their circumstances, should
have the supports they need to be healthy, stay safe, enjoy and achieve, make
a positive contribution, and achieve economic wellbeing. The Children Act
2004 also places a duty on local authorities to promote cooperation between
agencies to improve children’s wellbeing, and a duty for key agencies (including
education departments and schools) to safeguard and protect the welfare of
children.
It is to be hoped that with their rights under the UNCRC, the provisions

of the Children Acts and the Every Child Matters agenda, asylum-seeking and
refugee children’s educational needs would be supported so they achieve their
full potential, but as we shall see, various factors operate to make this goal
more challenging. But let us first consider what these children have had to
endure, using evidence from the author’s recent research.

The child as refugee

Many asylum-seeking and refugee children have had extraordinary childhoods
(see Melzak 1997; Bolloten and Spafford 1998; Candappa and Egharevba
2000; Stanley 2002; Chase et al. 2008). For some children, such as Sheik6 (a
Somali boy from the minority Brava community) who survived war and an
ensuing breakdown of law and order, this involved, at age 10, putting his own
life at risk to save his neighbours:

I was playing outside when somebody [thugs] came and tell me, ‘Go and
knock at your neighbours’ door and speak Bravanese. Tell them to open
the door or I am going to shoot you.’ And then I went to knock. (They
told me ‘Go and knock at that door’ because they can’t speak my lan-
guage.) I said, ‘Don’t open it, there are some robbers here.’ And they
[thugs] thought that I said, ‘Open the door.’ They didn’t open the door.
And I say [to the thugs], ‘They don’t want to open it.’

The robbers say, ‘Tell those people to open it.’ And I say to my
neighbours, ‘Don’t open the door because they are still here. They kill
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people.’ They [thugs] say to me, ‘You lie to us.’ They hit me with a gun!
The gun never had any bullets, they just use it to hit my legs. Now I’ve a
problem with my legs. They give me pain.

(Candappa and Egharevba 2002: 158)

For Bazi, another Somali Brava boy aged 11 at the time, trying to reach safety
resulted in losing a cousin at sea while they fled, and then his grandmother at
a refugee camp:

One day we leave by boat … but the boat broken in the middle of
Somalia and Kenya and some of our family fell in the water and
drowned – our cousin. And we just prayed to God, and God pushed us
through the sea to the land … It was very deep in the middle of the
sea … It was night and everybody was praying. The boat was slowly
going down to the sand, until it got to the sand. In the sand there was
nobody and one day we slept on the sand. And another day, we were
scared, some people came … by small boats and they came to collect us
and they took us to their island. We was very hungry that day. They gave
us food … And then we stayed for week … After two weeks, some
people say that our family sent small ship from Mombasa to that small
island … and they took us and then we got to Kenya …

We stayed in place for refugees [refugee camp] … There was bad disease
in there. My Grandma, she died from malaria …

(ibid.: 158)

Other asylum-seeking and refugee children have lived through dangers and
trauma of war, persecution and flight to safety, or lived for periods in refugee
camps; some have been at the mercy of unscrupulous agents, some have fled
alone, some have had to support emotionally absent parents. Their resilience is
remarkable.
Once they reach a safe country such as the UK, these children’s troubles are

far from over. Starting a new life as an ‘asylum-seeker’ is hard. They face
dismal poverty living on state benefits, which since 1999 have been equivalent
to 70% of income support, and since 2002 their parents do not have the right to
work while their claim is under consideration. Additional to the poverty of
their existence is the insecurity of not knowing if their claim for asylum will
be successful. Families have to get on with rebuilding their lives in the new
country, not knowing whether the next day, the next week, the next month,
or some day in the future they will be asked to leave, putting them under
great emotional stress with implications for their physical and mental health
and general wellbeing.
Families who have been compulsorily dispersed to predominantly White

areas can feel even more vulnerable and unsafe because of their visibility
among the local, often hostile population. Here a 10-year-old boy and a
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10-year-old girl living in a new dispersal area in Scotland talk of their fears and
worries:

We live in a bad neighbourhood and there are a lot of bad young people
hanging around. We are not allowed to go out without supervision. We
only go out with my dad. [translation]

There’s no homework club in school – we are allowed to use help at the
library, but it is too far. I can’t stay because of drunks around. They shout,
come and talk with you – I feel scared …

(Candappa et al. 2007: 25)

Their visibility makes asylum-seeking children particularly vulnerable to
racism, reported by many interviewees in that city. The oppression and
powerlessness such racism causes are here captured in the testimony of an
unaccompanied minor youth:

They call me [racist] names … I do not respond. Sometimes I feel no
freedom because people abusing us

(ibid.: 27)

As Arshad et al. (1999: 16) point out, to be abused in a country where one has
sought refuge from abuse seems ‘a double injustice and particularly cruel’.

‘Invisible’ students and visible Otherness

Asylum-seeking and refugee children are often ‘invisible’ in schools7 (Arshad et al.
1999; Pinson et al. 2010). Students are not required to reveal their immigration
status to the school, and schools, unless officially provided this information as
part of a dispersal programme, for instance, do not see it as their business to be
involved with immigration issues. In multicultural schools, therefore, asylum-
seeking and refugee students could blend in with the school population; in
more monocultural areas their ethnicity would make them visible. In either
school setting, they might come to the attention of the average teacher only as
a new arrival, a bilingual learner, or a migrant child new to the British edu-
cation system. Sometimes, after trust has been established, some students or
their parents might tell their stories to a sympathetic teacher, but they might
also choose not to talk about their experiences to anyone at the school.
Research suggests that teachers who work most closely with asylum-seeking
and refugee students respect this silence and the student’s choice of if and
when to disclose their experiences (Pinson et al. 2010). However, at times
trying to cope with memories and effects of past traumas as well as the stresses
of their new life might manifest in unruly or disruptive behaviours in the
school. The following account from Kasim (a Somali boy who arrived in
Britain as an unaccompanied minor) demonstrates the types of behaviour that
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have sometimes been misinterpreted because teachers have not been sensitized
to the experiences and needs of refugee students:

I come to this country in 1994 [and]. I was a bit upset because of my
Mum. I didn’t see her … for seven years …

Still worried about my Mum. Can’t do my homework … can’t do
nothing because I’m worried. When I walk [down] the street, I think about
my Mum. Sometimes I cry, you know that? … Last week at school I was
thinking about my Mum and I was crying in my head. And one boy hit
my head. I was so angry I got him back. That’s how I almost get expelled.

(Candappa 2002: 232)

Too often, their silence and invisibility or stereotyping have led to asylum-
seeking and refugee students being penalized rather than provided the supports
they need (ibid.).
The decision not to disclose their refugee experiences is sometimes a coping

strategy, a way of putting the past behind and getting on with their lives.
More often, asylum-seeking and refugee students are aware, from the press
and media, from community experiences and from playground talk, of negative
images of asylum-seekers and refugees, and for this reason – for self-preservation –
they do not wish to reveal their past (Pinson et al. 2010). Christopoulou et al.
(2004) suggest that silence is one of the mechanisms these young people use to
handle trauma, exclusion and discrimination in their present lives. But even
through this silence, their peers can still identify them as the Other – the
outsider, whose lack of competency in English and lack of understanding of
local youth cultures and modes of dress makes their Otherness visible and
excludes them from membership of the peer group until they have negotiated
this painful rite of passage (Candappa and Egharevba 2002; Pinson et al. 2010).
This often takes the form of general low-level bullying and harassment directed
at all newcomers (Pinson et al. 2010), but for an anxious asylum-seeking or
refugee student, such behaviour could be experienced as hostility, non-
acceptance and exclusion. If they are non-English speakers these students are
highly visible and particularly vulnerable, as the accounts of Rathika and Serpil,
two refugee girls, demonstrate:

That first day, they don’t sit with us. They like to feel that we are separate,
us two. They don’t talk to us, no-one. My sister and me were just talking
our language. (.) There was one girl, she taking us to the coat room where
we had to leave our coats. … She said, like, ‘You can’t talk English’. …
She was like … kicking us.

(Candappa 2002: 231)

I had two Turkish friends, but not that close. Sometimes they helped me
but most of the time they didn’t.… When they translated anything,
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I think they were, like, embarrassed. They didn’t want to talk to me.
They were embarrassed that other kids will say, ‘Oh, don’t talk to that
girl, she doesn’t speak English’ …

(Candappa and Egharevba 2002: 165)

It is significant that in both cases the girls were rejected by students from their
own culture, those they and the school might have expected to help them.
While it reveals the low status of non-English-speakers within peer cultures, it
also points to complexities within peer group relations that have an impact on
developing and sustaining an inclusive school ethos.

Building inclusivity

As we have seen, under the UNCRC and British law, asylum-seeking and
refugee children have a right to an education where they can flourish and
develop to their fullest potential, and under Convention rights they should be
protected and supported in the enjoyment of this right. Three other pieces of
legislation, the Race Relations (Amendment) Act 2000, the Education Act
2002, and Education and Inspections Act 2006, place a related statutory duty
upon schools,8 and together the Convention and these acts carry the message
of respecting difference and of inclusion.
The inclusive message has special resonance for asylum-seeking and refugee

children. The trauma of war, forced migration and loss, together with anxieties
about trying to settle in a new country, could affect their ability to enjoy their
right to education. Children from families seeking asylum have the added worry
and uncertainty of awaiting a decision on their asylum claim. If their claim is
unsuccessful, families have to return to their home country, sometimes being
forcibly removed from their homes in dawn raids. If this were to happen to
someone in their community, other families fear their turn, and this could
affect the children. Mary Campbell, a teacher in a dispersal area in Scotland
(interviewed for Candappa et al. 2007), here describes the trauma for her
school when a family is removed:

Those periods when families are sent back are very difficult for us in
trying to support the children. The children are very apprehensive about
what lies ahead, and it manifests itself in school, their progress becomes
slightly retarded on occasions … You can find behaviour difficulties,
emotional difficulties

(Pinson et al. 2010: 283)

The added protection that UNCRC Article 22 bestows is therefore an entitle-
ment asylum-seeking and refugee students often badly need. And the school
can play a pivotal role in helping to rebuild their lives: a restoration of
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normality and order through schooling can in itself act as a healing agent
(Bolloten and Spafford 1998).
The most supportive environment for asylum-seeking and refugee children

is a school that respects its students as individuals, tries to empathize with
their experiences and needs, and responds to these, showing a willingness to
put themselves ‘in someone else’s shoes’ – in other words, an inclusive
school. For asylum-seeking and refugee students, this would mean seeking not
just to respond to immediate needs, but to situate these needs in the context
of their previous experiences. But as we have seen, these students can be
‘invisible’ in classrooms, and the question about how to support invisible
students might seem contradictory. But if a school were to provide a safe
environment that seeks to address the needs of all students, identifying indi-
vidual needs without resorting to stereotypes and assumptions, then many of
the needs of asylum-seeking and refugee students, too, would be met. Indeed,
as Arshad et al.’s research indicates, being inclusive means ‘not being picked
out as different or special, even in positive ways’ (Arshad et al. 1999: 20).
It means feeling included in the normal learning environment of a caring
school.
To sustain an inclusive ethos a school will need to develop specific struc-

tures and practices. These could include a celebration of diversity and differ-
ence; exploration and debate around social justice and humanitarian issues
within the curriculum; and robust equal opportunities, anti-racist and anti-
bullying policies which are rigorously implemented. It could also involve
seeking ways of including parents of asylum-seeking and refugee students
within the school community.9 Specific curricular and pastoral supports that
could be responsive to the needs of asylum-seeking and refugee students, even
without disclosure, would also need to be developed. Key among these is
support for language and accessing the curriculum, fostering friendships, and
supporting emotional needs.

Language and curricular supports

While some asylum-seeking and refugee children may have enjoyed unin-
terrupted education, for many the war situations in their home countries
could mean they have had little formal schooling or their education had been
disrupted. Some could find UK schools significantly different from schools in
the home country in terms of pedagogical practice and discipline; for others,
the school they join in the UK might be the first they have attended.
Research suggests that young people’s early school experiences in this country
are central to how well and how quickly they adjust to their new lives. Many
require help in schools for an extended time thereafter.
Acquiring competence in English is a key factor in asylum-seeking and

refugee students’ new lives, crucial both for accessing the curriculum and for
developing self-confidence and aiding social interaction (Candappa and
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Egharevba 2000). Many asylum-seeking and refugee students are new to
English on joining school in the UK, and in some education authorities
intensive language support is provided at the outset, with English language
acquisition seen as a basic survival need (Candappa et al. 2007). Many schools
provide English training in separate classes or with special support in mainstream
classes, and the question of the relative merits of withdrawal as against main-
streaming are often debated. It has been suggested that withdrawal allows the
teacher to give individual attention to the student, who could work at his/her
own pace. However this approach, especially if prolonged, could be stigmatizing
and inhibit building friendships with the wider peer group. Indeed, parents in
Candappa et al.’s (2007) study queried whether, if withdrawal was necessary,
it could be done in a way that did not suggest a student’s difficulties with
language are synonymous with academic failure. Some education authorities
and schools have therefore sought ways to effectively support asylum-seeking
and refugee students’ language needs without the need for withdrawal. Below
are two possible approaches.

School A: dispersal area, Scotland

School A is located in a city that had little experience of responding to
the needs of asylum-seeking and refugee students prior to dispersal policies.
(The authority’s minority ethnic population is also lower than the UK aver-
age.) The school had been asked by the education authority to place
students from asylum-seeking families on class registers, though in reality they
would work in a bilingual unit providing students with intensive English lan-
guage support. The school had been multi-ethnic prior to dispersal, and found
this approach contrary to its usual way of working, as the headteacher
explained:

… we very quickly moved away from that and began to refine our
thinking – we asked, what can children do that the class was doing, e.g.,
expressive art, environmental studies, behind that maths, then language.
We’ve got to get teachers and children to seek ways around that. And we
also began to get peer support …

Now … we work on a completely different basis … the two refugee
support teachers with the EAL10 teachers work in classrooms across the
school, mainly at language times. Teachers work with groups of children,
which include asylum-seekers and refugees, local bilingual and mono-
lingual pupils … We feel that all children benefit from this …

We had a debate within the school about ‘withdrawal’ … for limited
times in corners … With joint planning with the class teacher and the
support teacher … , where the support teacher takes the group becomes
irrelevant.

(Candappa et al. 2007: 41)
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School B: London borough

School B is located in a borough that has a long tradition of providing for the
needs of a diverse student community, with a non-White population well
above the UK average. At the time of Candappa et al.’s (2007) study, asylum-
seeking and refugee students in the borough’s schools represented 16.9% of
the student population. To respond to the needs of these students, the LEA
had a Refugee Education Service, which had a range of guidance and
resources for schools. School B exemplified the LEA’s approach to inclusion
within the classroom, as described by the EAL Coordinator:

We have admissions day every Monday afternoon … very rarely a week
passes when we didn’t have a new child … Children move straightaway
into [mainstream] classes … Assessment is carried out within the first two
weeks of admission – short and sharp sessions are found to work better …

(ibid.: 41)

In these two examples, any stigma that could attach to withdrawal is absent, and
children spend class time with their peers in a situation that is more conducive
to forming friendships and socializing.

Pastoral care and fostering friendships

As we have seen above, the experiences of many asylum-seeking and refugee
students are certainly extraordinary, especially so when compared with nor-
mative notions of childhood in the UK. While these young people’s strength
and resilience through such experiences should be valued, it is important for
schools and teachers to remember that these students may also carry scars from
their experiences, and could need sensitive pastoral care to support their
rehabilitation. Many examples of compassionate support provided to asylum-
seeking and refugee students can be found within inclusive schools, such as
teachers going out of their way to provide academic and cultural support
underpinned by a deep level of care, and keeping watch over them at a very
personal level (Pinson et al. 2010). The best supports are directed to the needs
of the whole child, offering students the chance to gain confidence, self-
esteem and a sense of agency in taking control of their future world, such as
reported by Lena, a Year 11 girl from Nigeria:

The Learning Support staff’s brilliant, they’re really helpful … taught me
to be more independent than always get help … They kind of like, when
they give you work, they make you try and do it without asking for help
all the time. Like, so you can depend more on yourself than other people
to help you all the time

(Pinson et al.: 205)
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Most inclusive schools also recognize the importance of friendships in chil-
dren’s lives, and have schemes such as ‘buddying’ or ‘class friends’ to ease new
students into the life of the school, and various clubs and extracurricular
activities to encourage socializing, sometimes leading to lasting friendships.
However, a tension can exist between an inclusionary school ethos and exclu-
sionary practices within peer cultures towards newcomers: as research has
shown (Candappa and Egharevba 2002; Pinson et al. 2010), youth cultures can
exclude asylum-seeking and refugee students even within inclusive schools.
A challenge for schools is how to educate young British students to learn how
to cope and befriend strangers, to reduce xenophobia and racial prejudice
while encouraging compassion for those who have suffered persecution. The
Citizenship Education curriculum might afford teachers an opportunity to
confront these issues, and to develop appropriate materials, topics and activities
to link refugee issues to the promotion of democracy, social justice and
human rights.

Reflections on values and practice

I have contended in this chapter that the inclusive school is the most suppor-
tive for needs of asylum-seeking and refugee students. There are concerns
however, that current initiatives such as the creation of free schools may
adversely affect the education of already marginalized groups (Shepherd and
Vasgar 2010). Late arrivals such as many asylum-seeking and refugee students
might have difficulty accessing school under the new system; it may also prove
more difficult to support them without an appropriate local authority infra-
structure. However, these students’ right to education under the UNCRC
will continue, and there have not been fundamental changes to schools’ statutory
duties either. In order to fulfil schools’ responsibilities towards these students
therefore it might be the time, as Cruddas argues, to re-open a debate on how
we might ‘move from a competitive system to a collaborative one, reconnecting
teaching with pedagogy...’ (Runnymede 2010).
New teachers might consider:

� Are issues of asylum and refuge given adequate place in the curriculum, and
how can teachers foster compassion for the suffering of others among students?

� How can teachers’ pedagogical practice support asylum-seeking and refugee
children effectively without the need for disclosure?

Notes
1 Asylum seeker: a person who has left their country of origin and formally applied
for asylum in another country, but whose application has not yet been decided.
Refugee: someone whose asylum application has been successful, and who is allowed
to stay in another country having proved they would face persecution back home.
(www.refugeecouncil.org.uk/practice/basics/truth.htm)
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2 This reflects a growth in numbers of refugees worldwide, linked to the end of Cold
War politics plus ethnic conflicts in many parts of the world towards the end of the
twentieth century.

3 At the 2001 Census, the BME population stood at an average of 7.9% of the total,
found clustered mainly in metropolitan areas; so that in a London borough one might
find the BME population comprising 34% of the total, while in a county in the east of
England they could comprise just 2.9%.

4 Otherness is defined by difference, marked by outward signs such as ‘race’, and often
associated with marginalized people living outside the dominant social group (Onbelet,
2010).

5 In September 2008 the UK government withdrew the discriminatory reservation on
immigration it had entered when ratifying the UNCRC, whereby it reserved the right
to apply legislation as it deemed necessary in relation to entry into, stay in, and depar-
ture from the UK and to the acquisition and possession of citizenship. Asylum-seeking
and refugee children are now entitled to the same rights under the UNCRC as other
children in the UK.

6 Pseudonyms have been used for research participants throughout this chapter.
7 There are no accurate demographic data on the number of asylum-seeking and refugee
children in UK schools, and known cases might be less than total numbers present.
Rutter (2006) estimates that there are at least 60,000 asylum-seeking and refugee
children of compulsory school age currently residing in the UK.

8 Under the Race Relations (Amendment) Act 2000, a duty is placed on schools to
eliminate racial discrimination and to promote equality of opportunity and good rela-
tions between people of different groups; under section 78 of the Education Act 2002
the curriculum for all maintained schools should promote the spiritual, moral, cultural,
mental and physical development of pupils at the school and of society; and the Education
and Inspections Act 2006 places a new duty on schools to promote community cohesion.

9 Possible initiatives for supporting parents can be found in Ofsted (2003).
10 English as an additional language.
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Chapter 8

I feel confident about teaching, but
‘SEN’ scares me
Moving from anxiety to confidence

Gill Richards

Introduction

At the end of the third year I was confident about teaching, but SEN
scared me.

These words, spoken by a student teacher nearing the end of her course,
reflect the concerns of many new teachers. Indeed, they may also reflect the
views of more experienced teachers as they respond to national developments
and the challenges of inclusive education. As mainstream schools increasingly
include numbers of pupils identified as having special educational needs, what
is being done to increase teachers’ confidence and skills?
Initial teacher education (ITE) programmes follow a national curriculum

linked to regulated standards for the award of qualified teacher status. These
standards have increasingly been influenced by the national strategy ‘Remov-
ing Barriers to Achievement’ (DfES 2004), which held the expectation that all
teachers would teach children identified as having special educational needs.
ITE programmes are now expected to cover ‘inclusion of pupils with SEN,
behaviour management, assessment for learning and specialist support, all
within the core knowledge and understanding of teaching’ (ibid.: 57). So, does
this make a difference?
Evidence, including that from government agencies, seems to imply that more

still needs to be done. The Office for Standards in Education (Ofsted) report
How Well New Teachers are Prepared to Teach Pupils with Learning Difficulties and/or
Disabilities (Ofsted 2008: 5) identified variable experience within ITE programmes,
a heavy reliance on schools to provide most of the training on special educa-
tional needs, and a weakness in monitoring this. As a result, many new teachers
have completed their programmes lacking confidence and feeling unprepared
for teaching children seen as having ‘additional’ or ‘special’ learning needs. Similar
evidence can be found in the Training and Development Agency for Schools’
Newly Qualified Teacher Survey (TDA 2007) and Moran’s (2007) research with
head teachers, suggesting the need for a different approach to this part of the
ITE curriculum so that all new teachers can approach their classes confidently.



 

What are special educational needs?

The concept of special educational needs came from the Warnock Report
(DES 1978), replacing categories from the 1944 Education Act previously
used to classify children with labels such as ‘maladjusted’, ‘delicate’ and ‘edu-
cationally subnormal’. With this new concept came the role of the special
educational needs coordinator – the SENCO – who became the lead teacher
in supporting children identified with special educational needs though the
formal ‘statementing’ process. From this, a team of professionals grew to sup-
port this work; educational psychologists were required for assessing special
educational needs, teaching assistants to support identified pupils and trainers
started to offer focused staff development courses – arguably creating a ‘special
needs industry’.
Subsequent legislation, policy and initiatives embedded the concept of

special educational needs and focused on developing teachers’ practice (Special
Educational Needs and Disability Act 2001 (SENDA); DfES 2004; House of
Commons 2006). Over time, government agencies’ terminology changed
variously to include special needs and disabilities, disabled children, learning
difficulties and disabilities, but the group of children given these labels remained
those originally highlighted by Warnock and set out in the 1996 Education
Act – those who have a learning difficulty that calls for some kind of special
educational provision to be made (Education Act 1996, Section 312). This
deceptively simple definition may be the cornerstone of conflicting perspectives
about pupils seen as ‘special’ and subsequent expectations of teachers.
When one group of learners is perceived as special, it implies that they are

different from other ‘ordinary’ pupils. This can translate into teachers expect-
ing special provision to be made through additional resources and special skills
needed to deliver these, a view further compounded by other terminology
commonly heard in schools, which describes such pupils as having ‘additional’
needs. The danger of this is clear: if ‘special’ children are conceptualised as
needing a specialised education, how then will ‘ordinary’ teachers see their
duty towards them? Dividing pupils in this way may lead teachers to question
whether they feel competent enough to meet some children’s needs, and
whether someone else, such as a teaching assistant, or somewhere else, such as
a special school, could do this better. Even more confident teachers may balk
at what they see as extra demands being made on them.
So, ‘special educational needs’, a label that was originally intended to move

away from negative categorisation in the past, now raises further issues for
teachers to consider. Hall’s (1997) challenging perspective of a ‘Special Land’
to which pupils with special educational needs can be consigned after rejection
from mainstream activities draws attention to some of the complexities found
within school provision. He asks us to reflect on the actual words ‘special’ and
‘needs’ and the effect of the concepts implicit within them. He reminds us
that ‘special’ is something usually wanted by society, for example, special offers
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or special events, but within the educational context, a special need is not one
to which pupils generally aspire; instead it is often seen by teachers as a
euphemism for ‘problem’. Similarly, he contests the word ‘need’, suggesting
that this implies neediness and a want, rather than a learning requirement,
which implies a right to schools providing for this.
Other concerns about labelling are identified in the House of Commons

Special Educational Needs report (House of Commons 2006: 16). This describes
the separation of learners with and without special educational needs as fun-
damentally flawed, arguing that children do not fit into neat categories, but
exist on a broad continuum of needs which are often influenced by social
disadvantage. It suggests that, as many conditions that pupils have may be
syndromes with different characteristics or linked with other impairments and
issues, ‘diagnosis’ becomes complex. Within this context, the report suggests that
the use of simplistic categories can lead to false classifications and intervention
strategies that do not address individuals’ unique learning requirements.
Further concerns are highlighted through past studies showing that teachers’
expectations of pupils can differ in relation to the labels allocated to them
(Rosenthal and Jacobson 1968; Norwich 1999). These concerns are also raised
by more current writers (for example, Rix et al. 2004; Thomas and Vaughan
2004; Ainscow 2007; Wearmouth 2009), who reflect on the power of labels
in creating teachers’ perceptions and subsequent behaviour towards children.
Linked to this are issues of professionals’ use of power that enables them to
impose particular identities (and labels) upon pupils and make subjective
decisions on definitions of ‘normal’ or ‘ordinary’ (Frederickson and Cline
2009), thereby separating groups of learners within schools.
Although this consideration of language and labels may seem overstated,

the impact on teachers’ thinking cannot be underestimated. School staffroom
discussions about pupils described as ‘the SENs’, and SENCOs being seen as
totally responsible for ‘SEN pupils’, are not uncommon, and serve to
distance teachers from some children. The special educational needs label also
identifies the problem as being located within the child – that they have the
learning difficulty and so own the problem. This does not encourage con-
sideration of other contextual issues, such as teaching styles, classroom struc-
tures and access to appropriate resources. All this can reinforce an uncritical
acceptance that special children need to go to special places for a special
education.

Moving beyond a label

So, if we look beyond special educational needs towards an inclusive education
system that values diversity, where does that leave us? Clearly, there are pupils
who have conditions and impairments that affect the way they learn, so tea-
chers need to become familiar with these to ensure their teaching is effective.
However, from my experience, while there are benefits in attending courses
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and reading about specific conditions, a focus on individual children and how
they learn in your classroom is much more helpful.
Often it is argued that a label is needed to ensure the right teaching strategies

and resources are provided (Lauchlan and Boyle 2007). We might like to
consider why this is thought to be the case. If we reflect upon the Audit
Commission’s view that the statutory assessment and statementing procedure,
which identifies learners’ special educational needs and creates such labels, is ‘a
costly, bureaucratic and unresponsive process … which may add little value in
helping meet a child’s needs’ (Audit Commission 2002: 14–17), we might
question the validity of this view. Similarly, Ofsted (2006: 17) states that
statements of special educational needs were overly cumbersome and bureau-
cratic and did not ensure quality of provision; and the British Psychological
Society (2005: 4) suggests that a statement of SEN can become a barrier to
inclusion that creates dependency on ‘specialist’ resources. So, how can we move
beyond a reliance on labels? How do we create a situation where teachers’
judgements are valued and access is routinely provided to required resources?
How can teachers feel confident in their own ability to design learning activities
from which all pupils can benefit?.
I would like to suggest that, although there will always be children whose

learning requirements are outside our experience, and for whom we will need
to seek advice from others, maintaining a focus on the process of learning is
particularly helpful. Accepting that all pupils’ participation in tasks is affected
by the demands of different classroom activities, rather than solely by some
perceived innate ability, could further clarify the teacher’s role. If we return to
the expectation from Removing Barriers to Achievement (DfES 2004) that all
teachers are teachers of pupils with special educational needs, then a focus on
what and how pupils need to learn becomes more important than a label. This
isn’t to argue that all pupils should be taught without regard for any specified
learning requirements, but that designing activities for the diversity found
within any classroom becomes integral to teachers’ planning. This can help
teachers view their class as a community of learners, rather than as separated
into those with and without special educational needs – or any other per-
ceived difference – for which one activity is organised for most of the class and
something separate provided for those seen as ‘special’.
The Disability Discrimination Act 2005 requires schools to increase access to

the curriculum and make adjustments to physical features, eliminate dis-
crimination and promote equality for disabled children. Many were slow to
respond to this statutory requirement, and the early focus was on physical
changes to buildings rather than accessibility related to attitudes and classroom
management. This could be considered an interesting response by schools, for
changes to buildings can be financially costly, whereas changes to behaviour
may involve a more personal ‘cost’. Perhaps this reflects some underlying
concerns. Could it be that, despite a growing acceptance of barriers to learning
not being located ‘within the child’, and some external (physical) barriers
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therefore being recognised, acceptance of the role of individual teachers in
creating and breaking down barriers is more challenging to address?
So, what is being done to prepare new teachers for the diversity they face

within their classrooms, and what can be done to increase their confidence
and professional skills further?

Preparing for a community of learners

Over the past 30 years, there have been many developments in special and
inclusive education. The concept of integration as introduced by Warnock
(DES 1978) intimated that pupils should be assimilated into mainstream class-
rooms. Later, this view was challenged by the ‘social model of disability’,
inspired by disabled people who argued that it was schools and teachers who
should change to accommodate the true diversity of learners. The focus then
became centred on the barriers to learning constructed by school environ-
ments, rather than a child’s individual condition or impairment and whether
s/he could fit into a mainstream school environment. Alongside this, national
policy and legislation developed, producing key initiatives such as the Special
Educational Needs and Disability Act 2001, Removing Barriers to Achievement
(DfES 2004), the Disability Discrimination Act and the Inclusion Development
Programme.
During this time, ITE struggled to keep pace with these developments,

despite recommendations for all programmes to contain a core element of
‘SEN curriculum’ (House of Commons 2006). Student teachers received
information of variable quality (Winter 2006; Hodkinson 2009), leading many
to feel that they lacked confidence and were unprepared for teaching children
with special educational needs (Ofsted 2008). New teachers also reported that
although they were mainly satisfied with the theoretical knowledge they had
received, they would have benefited from more practical experience (DRC
2006). Concern was also expressed by tutors, who suggested that the increasing
focus on meeting specific standards to achieve Qualified Teacher Status
encouraged student teachers and ITE providers to adopt a ‘technician approach’
(Pearson 2007), concentrating on auditable skills rather than underpinning
pedagogical issues (Hodkinson 2009). This concern had previously been
acknowledged by the Audit Commission (2002: 51), who had observed that
the ‘standards fall short in their failure to reflect the wider policy context of
inclusion’.
Changes occurred as the TDA started to work with ITE providers to

develop and pilot new initiatives arising from Removing Barriers to Achievement
(DfES 2004). These included the design of new resource materials for tutors
and their students on ITE programmes and ‘specialised placements’ in special
schools or units. After evaluation, the TDA provided ITE tutors with an SEN
and/or Disabilities Training Toolkit for Primary teaching programmes, followed
by another version in 2009 for Secondary programmes. These toolkits
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contained off-the-shelf teaching sessions with supplementary resources, primarily
for tutors with only a ‘general knowledge and understanding of SEN and
disability issues’ (TDA 2009: Introduction). Additional professional develop-
ment opportunities for student teachers included ‘specialised placements’ in
special schools or additionally resourced units; resources on autism, dyslexia,
language and communication needs; and web-based training materials. Funding
was made available for ITE tutors to pilot these initiatives and conduct small-
scale research projects so that feedback could be used to further inform teacher
education programmes.
Feedback on student teachers’ experiences of these pilot initiatives has been

positive. My own university was involved with a research project focusing on
specialised placement. Although the TDA originally intended this placement
to be in special schools, we received agreement to offer an alternative setting.
Two cohorts were provided with different experiences to compare the impact
on their professional development. Both cohorts undertook the placement in
addition to their ITE programme, so it was voluntary and not assessed. The
first cohort was given a two-week placement in a special school, followed by a
two-week placement in a mainstream school that was recognised as having
excellent practice in inclusive education. The intention of this pilot was for
student teachers to reflect on transferability of knowledge and skills from special
school to mainstream settings. The second cohort was given a two-week
placement in either a special or a mainstream school, and provided with
additional resources about inclusive practice. Both cohorts were set the same
activities to complete, including a focus on children’s own voices about their
experiences and social inclusion. Student teachers were asked to reflect on
their learning from the experience and how they had applied this to their
professional practice.
The students from both cohorts universally commended the opportunity to

take part in a specialised placement. They stated that it had significantly
increased their skills and confidence, with one commenting that:

Knowing what I do now, and feeling as confident as I do now, will
undoubtedly make me a much more informed and inclusive teacher. People
I know on the BA course have the same ‘awkwardness’ as I felt before
about special needs, but because they haven’t done these placements, they
will probably still feel like that when they begin teaching their own class.

Some spoke of their initial anxieties, for example:

It was a very new experience for me and at the start I was anxious and
thought ‘I can’t do it’. But my confidence grew and I saw how to make
adaptations and that it only had to be small things.

It’s about confidence – I could talk and communicate better.… Now if
I see a child struggling I have the confidence to adapt the teaching or
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change the resource, looking at what they were doing instead of just
working with the better ones to push them on.

When describing the effect the placement had on their professional develop-
ment, students from both cohorts identified similar key learning experiences
from working with teachers skilled in inclusive education:

Before I did the placements I didn’t think about it; some [teachers] kept
children separate from other children with a teaching assistant, but they
have got so much to share – to give everyone else.

You can’t identify children with SEN by looks or behaviour. You have to
get to know children.

I really enjoyed my placement. Very positive outlook on the part of the
staff, they didn’t make a ‘big deal’ out of a child’s learning difficulty. They
didn’t tend to label children. All the children benefited from the strategies
put in place for SEN.

One student teacher powerfully described how the placement had changed her:

The placement has really changed me as a teacher. It has afforded me the
confidence to work, teach and plan with children who have complex
needs, alongside giving me more confidence when teaching all children.
I am now more imaginative with my planning and willing to take risks
with both my planning and teaching … it has prepared me for a life of
teaching, where anything could happen.

Where the two cohorts did differ was in relation to the way that they spoke
about the children. While the language of both groups of student teachers
suggested that the concept of special educational needs as a specific group was
already deeply ingrained, those who had experienced ‘excellent’ practice of
including children with this label indicated a growing awareness of issues of
labelling and separating some learners from their peers. This led them to question
the need for special schools, why teaching assistants withdrew children from
classes, and why ability grouping was so popular, when they had seen alternatives
work so successfully. They started to think about their own practice and the
impact this had on pupils’ learning, although from their comments it was clear
that this was just the start of a change of mindset, and that more consolidation
would be needed. In comparison, student teachers who had only experienced
a special school placement did not question the impact of labels or whether
pupils could have been alternatively accommodated in a mainstream school.
Whatever the length or setting of the placement, both cohorts concluded

that all student teachers should have this experience. To return to the student
teacher’s comment at the start of this chapter, the reason for this is clear:
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At the end of the third year I was confident about teaching, but SEN
scared me. Without the experience of the placement I would have been
thinking, ‘How will I cope with my own class and SEN?’ Now I am
more confident and think why should a child suffer while a teacher learns
what to do … I can now see that SEN is an integral part of teaching.

Some also argued strongly that the placement should not be assessed because
this allowed them to experiment without any feeling of ‘failure’. As one student
stated:

On a voluntary placement, I felt that I could make mistakes and ask
questions when I wasn’t feeling confident, without people judging me. It
was like being in the first year again and that was good.

These experiences raise some important questions for tutors and student tea-
chers. Clearly, the new TDA initiatives have a place in preparing new teachers
for the diversity they will face in their classrooms. However, the success, or
otherwise, for individual new teachers may well depend on the quality of
the practice they are exposed to, and what the tutors themselves bring to the
delivery of this part of the ITE curriculum. The reality for many ITE pro-
grammes is that there may not be large enough numbers of schools with
excellent inclusive practice in which to place all student teachers: if their only
placement is in special schools, or they do not have access to excellent inclu-
sive role models, this may reinforce the whole notion of pupils identified as
having special educational needs needing special education. In addition, there
may not be enough tutors experienced in, and committed to, inclusion avail-
able to deliver the taught component. This may create an overdependence on
off-the-shelf resources such as the SEN and/or Disabilities Training Toolkit,
raising the issue of tutor confidence in dealing with more challenging con-
siderations such as those of personal values and attitudes, and teachers’ roles in
affecting the inclusion and exclusion of children.
So, despite the apparent advantages of these pilot developments within ITE,

the route to making them available to all student teachers in the future is far
less clear. This leaves new teachers still in a situation where many feel anxious
about working with children identified as having special educational needs,
seeing them as a separate group of learners. Moving from this perspective to a
confident acceptance of individual learners bringing valued diversity into the
classroom is a key challenge for teachers’ development.

Professional responsibilities for all learners

In this final section, I would like to return to my suggestion of classrooms
having a community of learners. In such a community, individuality is
recognised and teaching is planned to take account of this as a core part of

96 Gill Richards



 

planning, rather than an add-on for different groups of (labelled) children. The
Audit Commission (2002) made several observations concerning special edu-
cational needs that may still provide a useful starting point for teachers as they
consider a community of learners approach.

� Despite duties set out in the Special Educational Needs and Disability Act
2001 to increase accessibility (in its widest sense) and not to treat disabled
children less favourably than their peers, there is great variability of practice
in schools (p. 11). Factors such as gender, ethnicity, family and locality
circumstances can affect how learners’ needs are identified and supported;
barriers to learning are created through inaccessible environments, unwel-
coming attitudes and shortfalls in specialist support (p. 51).

� When a child is identified as having special educational needs, the processes
that follow can induce ‘separateness’, despite providing the advantages of
additional resources. This can mean, for example, that a teacher will spend
less time with a child because of the presence of a teaching assistant, or that
‘the interests of children with SEN may remain peripheral in mainstream
policymaking’ (p. 51).

� Diversity should become an embedded concept, moving teachers from
separating learners into groups identified by labels such as ‘SEN’, ‘gifted’,
‘EAL’ and ‘working-class boys’ to focusing on individuals’ learning and
how they can be helped to progress (p. 52).

� An attitudinal shift is required. This, linked with sustained investment in
school facilities and staff development, will enable children to be genuinely
included (p. 52).

These observations suggest that pupils have different experiences, based on a
range of external factors. While teachers may not be able to do anything about
some of these, they can certainly affect change in relation to inaccessible
environments and unwelcoming attitudes. From my experience, people often
focus only on expensive adaptations such as ramps and lifts when inaccessible
environments are discussed, when often really small things can make a sig-
nificant difference. This is where a can-do, flexible attitude is important,
linked to a willingness to learn from others. Seeking support from colleagues
should be seen as a strength; effective teams are built on interdependence,
where skills and knowledge are shared. Parents with whom I work particularly
mention that it is the welcome their child receives and the teacher’s will-
ingness to learn about him/her as an individual that is the most important
factor for successful inclusion. This is something that all teachers can achieve.
Teachers can also ensure that pupils who have been identified as having

special educational needs still receive equitable amounts of their time, rather
than expecting a teaching assistant to provide this. This would help to avoid
situations where learners become separated from their peers through well
intended support structures, leaving them socially and educationally isolated
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(Anderson et al. 2003). A further way to support school-wide development
includes teachers examining how policies and practices contribute to the
inclusion or otherwise of particular learners. Many schools, for example, have
a Special Needs Policy, but how are these learners accounted for within other
school policies? Teachers may increase their confidence through taking up staff
development opportunities. While this may involve useful strategies and tips
for teaching, these alone may not bring about the attitudinal shift that comes
from reflecting on personal values and challenging ideological positions.
Understanding differing perspectives, particularly those of people who have

experienced living with labels imposed upon them, can provide teachers with
a strong professional foundation for the way in which they view and respond
to all learners. Listening to a range of people’s views helps teachers to make
balanced judgements about how they work with learners. It can be tempting
to listen only to those seen as experts, rather than others such as parents and
the children themselves, but all have a valuable contribution to make so that
you receive the whole picture. Clearly, there is much to be gained from the
experience of your SENCO and external advisers, but an overdependence on
specialists can make you feel deskilled (Goodley 2009). Much advice that is
offered relies on good teaching and learning techniques, which can be practised
by all teachers.
Within this wider picture of teaching and learning lie more specific strategies

for new teachers to engage with. Mixed-ability groupings, balanced groups,
cooperative groups and differentiation are all strategies that work successfully
(Gillies 2003; Boaler 2007; Cole 2008). Teachers can also benefit from
observing each other’s practice, team teaching, and national initiatives such as
the Inclusion Development Programme. Key to all of these is the belief in all
children’s ability to learn and progress. Cole (2008) and others (Hart et al.
2004) refer to this as ‘learning without limits’; their challenge to any group
being seen as of ‘fixed ability’ or placed within a ‘no-hope’ category centres on
the belief that teachers are fundamental in transforming pupils’ learning capacity.

Conclusion

The Lamb Inquiry Report on Inspection, Accountability and School Improvement
(DCSF 2009) focused on securing accountability within schools for the quality
of the learning experience provided to pupils identified as having special
educational needs. Teachers’ responsibility within this is clear: they will be
expected to have high aspirations for pupils with special educational needs, just
as they have for all other pupils. Support to achieve these aspirations must be
organised in a way that enables every pupil to have a high-quality learning
experience. For teachers committed to inclusive education, this will involve a
shared learning experience, rather than one where different groups identified
by one of their characteristics spend significant time away from the rest of
the class.
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Teachers’ attitudes towards diversity within their classrooms will be a key
component in setting the context for the quality of pupils’ learning experi-
ences. How they think about individual learners, and the way they engage
with them, will be important. Teachers are role models: children observe
closely how their teachers treat other children and note the language they use.
References to the ‘SEN group’ and problematising changes needed to facilitate
particular children can be picked up and replicated by pupils. A welcoming
attitude and commitment to solving difficulties encountered can become a
positive class ethos.
Many of us become anxious when faced with new situations for which we

feel unskilled, but if we focus on how these link to situations in which we do
feel confident, then solutions are more easily identified. This does not mean
that we ignore individual differences, just that we do not get sidetracked by
the many labels children are given within our education system. If we focus on
teaching and learning, this is what teachers are trained for, and should con-
tinue to develop skills in, throughout their career. New teachers will take time
to learn the skills that will enable them to work confidently with all learners in
their classrooms. Removing labels from the context in which they work will
enable them to focus on what is important – the learners themselves.

Reflection on values and practice

Think about the children who you know have been identified as having
special educational needs.

� What has been written and said about them by others? How much of this
presents a positive perspective, and how much seems negative? What
impact has this had on your own views?

� What is their classroom experience? Do they receive a similar amount of
time with teachers to other pupils? Do they routinely work with their
peers, or does their support system replace this?

� How can you explicitly demonstrate a commitment to valuing diversity in
your classroom? What welcome do you give to learners?

Resources

Inclusion Now – The Magazine of the Inclusion Movement in the UK: ww.allfie.org.uk
TTRB (Teacher Training Resource Bank) Special Educational Needs: www.sen.ttrb.ac.uk
Mason, M. (2005) Incurably Human, 2nd edn, London: Working Press.
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Chapter 9

Inclusive education and gifted
and talented provision

Roger Moltzen

Introduction

The notion that learners who are gifted and talented can legitimately be
considered to have special educational needs has been slow to gain general
acceptance. This is particularly true in countries where egalitarian ideals have
traditionally dominated decision-making on social policy. Such ideals have
tended to focus on equality or sameness of provision, rather than on equity or
fairness of provision. More recently, as many countries have become much
more sensitive to the needs of diverse groups, treating people equitably has
become much more common than treating them the same. Gifted and talen-
ted learners have definitely benefited from this shift, and there is a much wider
acceptance among educators and educational policy-makers that these learners
have needs that often require differentiated provisions. The view that this is
blatant elitism appears to be much less prevalent nowadays. As a result, in a
number of countries there has been a greater attention to policy development
in gifted and talented education.
Another factor that has increased awareness of the needs of this group has

been what is sometimes referred to as ‘parent power’. Educational reforms
over the past 20 years, in western countries at least, have tended to elevate the
role of parents in school governance. Research undertaken in the early 1990s
in New Zealand, where some of the most radical reforms in educational
administration were introduced, found that as parents were given a greater
voice in educational matters, advocacy for the needs of gifted and talented
students also increased (Moltzen 1992).
This increased attention to the nature and the needs of gifted and talented

learners has brought to the forefront issues concerning how these needs can
most appropriately be met. In some educational jurisdictions, this decision is
largely taken away from schools. However, in most instances individual
schools enjoy a level of autonomy in deciding the most appropriate educa-
tional provisions for these young people. In virtually all countries of the
world, the majority of our most able learners spend the majority of their time
at school in regular classrooms alongside their same-age peers. Experts,



 

advocates and parents have lamented this ‘default’ environment for decades as
an intellectual wasteland for gifted and talented learning. The reason for such
disillusionment with the inclusive classroom is easy to understand. Within this
environment, the needs of these students were more often overlooked, and
probably continue to be so in many such classrooms. The reasons for this neglect
are easily identified by those with an understanding of the needs of gifted and
talented learners. First, there is frequently a lack of professional knowledge of
the needs of learners with exceptional ability. Often these students do not
present overtly as having special needs. Many may have switched off, some
passively and others expressing their frustration through non-compliant behaviour.
Some teachers may acknowledge these students’ needs, but lack the profes-
sional knowledge to respond appropriately to them. Learners identified as
gifted and talented are far from a homogeneous group of students. The regular
teacher will likely rely on some widely held stereotypes and remain ignorant
of behavioural indicators of exceptionality that fall outside this concept.
Second, there is a widely held misconception that these students have the
ability to ‘make it on their own’ and thus have much less need for support
than most other students. In a classroom replete with competing demands,
the needs of these learners can fall well down the busy teacher’s priority list of
what can be achieved in any single day. Unfortunately, without appropriate
support some of these young people do not ‘make it’, and the impact of repeated
neglect can have consequences well beyond their time at school. Third, rigid
adherence to a set curriculum, designed for the majority and delivered in a
lock-step manner, sees many of those with gifts and talents being asked to engage
with ideas and activities that they may have mastered some years previously.
It is important to point out that any oversight of gifted and talented students

in regular or inclusive classrooms has been more the result of teachers’ ignor-
ance than teachers’ arrogance. Such a situation is unsurprising, given the
widespread omission of attention to this area in both pre-service and in-service
teacher education. On the other hand, some teachers with little specific
knowledge of gifted and talented are skilled at providing for exceptional abil-
ity and nurturing the talents of these young people. These are teachers who
respond to the needs of learners as individuals in their classrooms. They get to
know the needs, strengths and interests of each class member and structure the
learning in response to this. Of course, these teachers’ practice would be fur-
ther enhanced with greater knowledge of the specific nature and needs of
gifted and talented students, and of research and effective practice in gifted and
talented education. However, appropriate provisions for this group are not
inconsistent with the broader principles of effective pedagogy.
While there is a greater awareness now of the special needs of gifted and

talented students, the response of schools to addressing these has tended to be
conservative. The spectre of elitism raises its head when alternatives to the
regular classroom are tabled for consideration by schools and teachers. In
contrast, many experts in gifted and talented education, and advocates for
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gifted and talented students, maintain that the inclusive classroom represents
the most, not the least restrictive environment for this group. However, in an
educational era that has moved philosophically and practically from exclusion
to inclusion, the argument that gifted and talented learners should be an
exception can elicit fierce debate. Nonetheless, ideological arguments can be
sustained only where it can be demonstrated that people will benefit from the
practices associated with this way of thinking. In the minds of many people,
inclusion is totally antithetical to the needs of gifted and talented students.

Considering the options

Most experts on the education of young people with special abilities would
maintain that a singular approach to addressing their needs is not defensible.
To some extent, then, discussing these as mutually exclusive alternatives is
artificial and does not represent the reality of decision-making and practice.
However, most schools have a primary or first-level approach on which other
provisions are built or of which they are an extension. This generally reflects a
particular view of gifted and talented education and the most appropriate way
of responding to educational and personal needs. The options here can be
broadly described as acceleration, segregation and inclusion.

Acceleration

To many people, acceleration is synonymous with year-level advancement –
commonly referred to as grade-skipping. However, acceleration is much more
than this, and the following definition captures this broader interpretation of the
approach. ‘Accelerated learning, or acceleration, refers to instruction which
matches the readiness and needs of the gifted child more closely with the
curriculum … In essence, acceleration occurs when children are exposed to
new content at an earlier age than other children or when they cover the same
content in less time. Acceleration is sometimes referred to as vertical development,
as distinct from lateral development, in that students are developing “upwards”
(Townsend 2004: 290). There is little dispute that acceleration, as defined by
Townsend, should characterise all forms of provision. It is when it is interpreted
as advanced placement or grade-skipping that the issue becomes contentious.
A recent review of the research on acceleration was undertaken by a group

of recognised experts in this field. Their findings are tabled in the publication
A Nation Deceived: How Schools Hold Back America’s Brightest Students (Colangelo
et al. 2004). The title gives a clear indication of the conclusion at which the
authors arrived after reviewing available research on the practice. They are
unequivocal and emphatic in declaring that acceleration is the easiest and most
effective way to help highly capable students.
The authors acknowledge that acceleration can take many forms, and in

fact identify 18 different types of acceleration. However, implicit in this
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publication is the view that it is virtually impossible to do this without placing
a gifted and talented student at a higher year level, either part- or full-time.
Holding children back is regarded as potentially more damaging academically
and socially than moving them ahead. The authors discuss other educational
approaches, acknowledging that these have a place, but they are insistent that,
individually or in tandem, these do not come close to matching the positive
outcomes associated with acceleration.
On the basis of this report, one could easily conclude that acceleration is the

only ethical response to the educational and social needs of gifted and talented
students, and that the arguments that have characterised the resistance to this
practice are flawed. However, a number of issues remain unresolved and
should be considered before embracing acceleration as the provision of choice.
In this chapter, only two of these are discussed.
First, almost all the research that the authors reviewed was undertaken in

the United States. The authors have acknowledged this limitation, and latterly
have broadened the research base to include other countries. The problem
here is that robust research on acceleration undertaken outside the United
States is minimal. In the United Kingdom, arguably the most significant
research in this field is Freeman’s (1991, 2001) longitudinal study. While not a
study on acceleration, many of her participants had been accelerated in the
form of year-level advancement. Most interestingly, her findings are in com-
pletely the opposite direction to those reported in A Nation Deceived. Moltzen
(2005), in an investigation into the life stories of gifted New Zealand adults,
found that, like the participants in Freeman’s study, most of his group that had
been advanced a year or more at school were cynical of the practice.
Second, the research findings and the conclusions drawn by the reviewers

seem based on classroom practices that are more traditional and may be more
of a feature of schools in the United States than some other countries. In these
classrooms there is a rather rigid adherence to a tightly prescribed grade-level
curriculum, and differentiation to meet the needs of individual students is
minimal. Many of those advocating for acceleration hold the view that, even
where regular class teachers are disposed towards accommodating different
needs, the task is humanly impossible and an unrealistic expectation to place
on them. In contrast, educators in many countries would argue that curricu-
lum differentiation is an essential ingredient of effective teaching, and this
view is consistent with recent initiatives designed to further personalise
teaching and learning. An example of this can be found in the recent English
publication Personalised Learning – A Practical Guide (DCSF 2008).

Segregation

In a similar vein to the proponents of acceleration, those arguing for segre-
gated provisions for gifted and talented learners maintain that the inclusive
classroom sees these students’ abilities unrealised and can place them at risk of
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underachieving. The arguments here are compelling, and there is certainly
some evidence to support this contention (Delcourt et al. 1994; Kulik 2003).
Grouping students together on the basis of ability can take many forms and
includes separate schools, separate classes, streaming or grouping, withdrawal
or pullout programmes, ability grouping (across classes or within class), and
cluster grouping. Unfortunately, the research into these options varies greatly
in quality, and the findings, although generally suggesting that homogeneous
grouping carries some academic and social benefit, are far from conclusive.
A salient question here is whether or not these gains are as much, or more, to
do with teacher effect than with grouping students together on the basis of
ability. It is reasonable to expect that teachers assigned to work with gifted and
talented students are carefully selected, and that some thought has been given
to matching their attitudes, knowledge and abilities with those of the group. It
is equally reasonable to expect that such teachers either have undertaken, or
will have opportunities to undertake, professional learning related to teaching
such students.

Inclusion

Those who argue that the inclusive classroom has the potential to be a rich
and rewarding setting for gifted and talented students are often accused of
being politically correct and educationally naïve. Yet many supporters of the
regular classroom approach, such as this author, can cite innumerable examples
of teachers effectively catering for more able students in this environment.
More than this, the inclusive classroom, rather than a default option, carries
the following advantages over acceleration and/or segregation.

� Most gifted and talented students are, and will continue to be,
educated in inclusive classrooms. At this point in time, most gifted and
talented students in most countries of the world will spend all, or nearly all,
their schooling in inclusive classrooms. Those vehemently opposed to this
approach must accept that it is unrealistic to expect the situation to change
any time in the foreseeable future. Even if there was a more widespread
acceptance of alternatives, it is unlikely that the impact would see more
than a very small proportion of gifted and talented students affected. Quite
simply, policies or initiatives that bypass the regular class teacher bypass the
majority of our gifted and talented students.

� The inclusive classroom approach is potentially a more equitable
approach. Around the world, children from economically disadvantaged
backgrounds and children from ethnic minorities are underrepresented
among those identified as gifted and talented. There are a number of rea-
sons for this situation, but probably the most influential is the widely held
misconception that the potential for outstanding achievement is much more
prevalent among some groups than it is others. Targeted provisions beyond
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the inclusive environment frequently perpetuate, often quite unin-
tentionally, this way of thinking.

� The inclusive classroom future-proofs provisions for gifted and
talented students. Dedicated provisions for this group are among the most
tenuous and vulnerable to change of all educational initiatives. They are
often described as ‘the last to arrive and the first to leave’. Recent events in
England and New Zealand reflect this syndrome. Both countries have a
rather inglorious history of support for their most able young people. In
stark contrast to this historical neglect, in the past decade a raft of initiatives
was introduced in both, and almost overnight the situation changed for the
better. In the past year, the two countries have experienced significant
cutbacks, and what promised to be the beginning of a new era of hope for
gifted and talented students appears to be under threat. Once again, provi-
sions for them appear to be considered an optional extra and something that
can be culled when money is tight or where political whim sees a shift
in priorities. Building the capacity of inclusive class teachers through dedi-
cated professional development and support will help insulate gifted and
talented learners from the impact of ‘external’ provisions that are ‘here
today and gone tomorrow’.

� The inclusive classroom better accommodates current views on
what giftedness is and how talent develops. The notion that giftedness
is synonymous with a high level of general ability or ‘g’, which is innately
determined, fixed, and can be accurately measured by testing, is much less
prevalent today. The case for an expanded view of giftedness and talent
cannot be made within the scope of this chapter, but it is now much more
common for teachers and schools to take a multi-categorical approach to
giftedness and talent (McAlpine 2004). An associated shift in thinking sees
giftedness and talent as a developmental phenomenon rather than as a fixed
trait. In other words, exceptional ability may emerge at different times and
under different circumstances. These two principles would appear to posi-
tion the inclusive classroom strongly. First, a broader view of giftedness and
talent means that children may be gifted and talented in number of general
areas (intellectually, physically, socially, creatively) and in innumerable
specific areas (science, mathematics, dance, drama, mediation, swimming,
poetry writing). No gifted and talented child will be gifted in all domains,
and in fact most will be characterised by a very ‘jagged’ profile of abilities.
Alongside exceptional ability, some will have a need for support in another
area. This exposes a weakness in both acceleration and segregation. For
example, do you accelerate to a higher class level a student who is out-
standing in mathematics and science but below average in reading and
writing? Do you place in a separate class a student who is highly creative
but academically of more average ability? These questions are less of an issue
in the inclusive classroom. In this environment, a wide range of abilities can
be accommodated and strengths and needs addressed more naturally. It is
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much easier in the inclusive classroom to see every child as potentially
gifted in some area and to provide access to multiple opportunities to
demonstrate this potential. This is far from suggesting that every child is
gifted, but it represents a different perception, both by teachers and students,
than that which occurs when there is an imperative to judge definitively
who is, and who is not, gifted.

� The inclusive classroom can offer a level of flexibility that is more
commensurate with the needs of gifted and talented students. Some
options, particularly those that are part-time and/or short-term in nature,
are often quite disconnected from the regular classroom programme. It is
not uncommon to hear gifted and talented students complaining that they
have had to do two iterations of a single subject on the same day, once in
their home classroom and once in their extension or enrichment class. The
inclusive classroom, at the primary school level at least, offers the opportu-
nity to integrate the curriculum. Van Tassel-Baska (2003: 175) argues that
an integrated curriculum can address ‘all salient characteristics of the gifted
learner simultaneously, attending to precocity, intensity, and complexity as
integrated characteristics that represent cognitive and affective dimensions of
the learner’.

� The inclusive classroom can accommodate both qualitative and
quantitative differentiation. Gifted and talented students need learning
experiences that offer vertical and horizontal extension. One of the major
weaknesses of year-level advancement or grade-skipping is that it addresses
the need for quantitative differentiation (acceleration) but usually not for
qualitative differentiation (enrichment). Students who are accelerated very
soon discover that although they are working at a higher level, they are still
in a regular classroom with an undifferentiated curriculum. In their investi-
gation into gifted and talented students who had been accelerated, Vialle
et al. (2001: 16) found that ‘ … after the honeymoon period of the initial
six weeks in the class, the accelerated students became dissatisfied with the
class pace’, concluding that this ‘demonstrates the need for acceleration
options to be accompanied by qualitatively different curricula that are
commensurate with the accelerated students’ abilities and learning pre-
ferences’. The two can coexist very easily in the inclusive classroom,
although it must be conceded that qualitative differentiation has dominated
provisions in this setting, and there has been wariness about allowing gifted
and talented students to progress through the curriculum at a faster pace.

� The particular needs of gifted and talented students from some
cultural groups may be more consistent with the inclusive classroom
environment. For many children, being selected for special programmes
that withdraw them from their regular classroom and their same-age peers is
validating and rewarding. For others, this separation is unwelcome. In more
individualistic cultures, being singled out on the basis of ability is likely to
be perceived positively. For cultures where the group takes precedence over
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the individual, actions that separate an individual from the group can be
perceived negatively. In fact, there is some evidence that students from
these cultures may deliberately underachieve to avoid this separation.
Bevan-Brown (2004: 179), researching Maori perspectives on giftedness and
talent, reported examples of children who ‘failed, misbehaved or opted out
of programmes in which they felt isolated, uncomfortable and unfamiliar’.
Although there is little direct evidence to generalise this finding to other
cultural groups, inasmuch as Maori have much in common with other
indigenous peoples, it is likely that this aversion to being separated from the
group is widespread.

� Viewing every teacher as a teacher of the gifted ensures greater
consistency of provision for gifted and talented students. Educational
provisions for gifted and talented students are inherently patchy, both
between and within schools. The reason for this is quite simple: the
investment in raising teacher awareness and capacity in this area of education
has been very weak. This means that the odds are low that a gifted and
talented student will be taught by a teacher who possesses the attitude,
knowledge and skills to provide an educational experience that matches the
student’s needs. Unfortunately, where the focus is on provisions beyond the
inclusive classroom, there can be a perception that responsibility for meet-
ing the needs of this group no longer resides with the inclusive class teacher.
This is extremely flawed thinking, as even the most comprehensive and
well planned approach to acceleration or segregation will exclude a sig-
nificant proportion of gifted and talented students. Interestingly, those at
greatest risk of being omitted from selection are creatively gifted students
(Moltzen 2009). In selecting students for placement in special programmes,
schools often use approaches to identification that are conservative and result
in hardworking, achieving, but somewhat compliant students being over-
represented. One could argue that the students who could most benefit from
a change of learning environment are among the least likely to be selected.

The contention that every teacher is a teacher of gifted and talented students is
hardly an extreme idea. If the investment in gifted and talented education is
aimed at regular class teachers, not only is this likely to represent the best value
for money, it will exponentially increase awareness of the needs of these
students and the capacity to meet them.

Including gifted and talented students in
the inclusive classroom

In this chapter, a case has been made for an inclusive approach to providing
for gifted and talented students. This is not to dismiss the potential benefits of
acceleration and/or segregation. In fact, the benefits that can accrue for these
students in the regular classroom will not occur unless teachers have the
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willingness and the prerequisite knowledge to make some significant adjust-
ment to their practices to cater for this group. Advocacy for the inclusive
classroom is not advocacy for enrichment over acceleration. Enrichment is a
term that is frequently used to describe programmes that are, in essence, more
of the same. Any programme for these students that does not attend to their
potential to acquire knowledge and skills at a much faster rate than their same-age
peers is neglecting a basic need to learn at an accelerated pace.
In the same vein, there are some obvious advantages to gifted students

having opportunities to work alongside like-minded peers. There has been a
growing awareness more recently of the particular social and emotional needs
of this group, which are not necessarily immediately obvious to an unin-
formed observer. Gifted children can be gifted at masking their feelings.
A knowledgeable teacher can be sensitive to these needs, but there is little
doubt that some opportunities to spend time with like peers can be very
affirming and validating.
There is no recipe for restructuring the inclusive classroom to attend to

gifted and talented learners more appropriately. There is not the space here
to explore these, but there is a high level of consistency across the literature
and research in this field as to what comprises effective practice in gifted and
talented education. An excellent book that combines research and practice is
Best Practices in Gifted Education: An Evidence-Based Guide (Robinson et al.
2007). First and foremost, programme differentiation must recognise the
individuality of the learner. Gifted and talented students are far from being a
homogenous group, even where the concept is defined very conservatively.
Focusing on the inclusive classroom should not be seen as a mandate to

discontinue specialist support across or within schools. However, it could lead
to deploying such expertise in a different way. For example, a specialist tea-
cher who has been used to take pullout/withdrawal classes might be used to
support the inclusive class teacher to work with his or her gifted and talented
students within the classroom environment and as part of the class programme.

Conclusion

The case for the inclusive classroom is not made on the basis that the alter-
natives represent perceived elitism. Nor is it proposed because any provisions
outside the regular would seem inconsistent with an inclusive ideology and
thus inappropriate on principle. It is not being argued for primarily on the
basis of cost effectiveness, even though it is most definitely a better financial
investment than the alternatives. If the inclusive classroom is to be an effective
context for educating the most able, it must not be seen as a cost-neutral
option. In fact, without a significant investment in comprehensive and ongoing
programmes of learning for teachers, this option is not an option. Programmes
of professional development should be school-wide and enjoy the active sup-
port of senior management. School-wide professional development that leads
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to coordinated and consistent approaches across the school will make a dif-
ference. The ideal is for the inclusion of gifted and talented learners to become
core business in a school and a natural part of a school’s culture, and for every
teacher to be viewed as a teacher of gifted and talented students. An acceptance
of the inclusive classroom as a viable and a defensible context for educating
gifted and talented learners, coupled with effective professional development,
has the greatest potential significantly to increase the number of very able
students receiving an education that is commensurate with their strengths,
interests and needs.

Reflection on values and practice

What are some of the key characteristics of students with gifts and talents that
should inform how a teacher might differentiate their learning experiences?

What are the implications of an inclusive class teacher allowing a gifted and
talented student to work on curricula at a faster pace?

How might parents of gifted and talented students be facilitated to work
collaboratively with their children’s teachers?
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Chapter 10

Challenging students,
challenging settings

Jackie Scruton

Introduction

The purpose of this chapter is to help you understand and explore some of the
complex issues surrounding challenging situations and behaviour that you may
experience in your classroom. In doing so, it aims to help you develop your
inclusive pedagogy.
Examining newspapers or searching the internet, you will soon find reference to

the challenges of working with children in schools. In 1996 the Ridings School
hit the national headlines; and Channel 4 filmed undercover in schools in 2005,
running an ‘exposé’ of the state of behaviour in the classroom. Subsequently, in
2007 Ed Balls, Secretary of State for Children, Schools and Families, was
quoted as saying:

We know that standards of behaviour continue to be a matter of concern
for parents and teachers, as well as children and young people themselves.

(DCSF 2007: 11)

A survey of newly qualified teachers by the Association of Teachers and Lecturers
(ATL) in 2006 identified that pupil discipline was the most important issue
for them (www.behaviour4learning.ac.uk). In 2009, a subsequent ATL survey
discovered that aggression, not only from pupils but also from parents,
has increased. In addition, around half the respondents suggested that pupil
behaviour has worsened over the past two years.
So, what can you do to meet such a challenge and help foster improved

behaviour? This chapter explores the historical perspectives and changing ter-
minology, and examines the latest debates and research. It moves on to identify
some of the current strategies that can be used to help you develop your inclusive
classroom practice. It also suggests ways in which you can reflect on your
practice, and in so doing compile a set of tips for yourself. A key way of
achieving an inclusive classroom is to ensure you are developing an inclusive
pedagogical approach. This includes not only behaviour management,
but aspects such as environment, resources, and your own enthusiasm for the



 

job – how you engage your children in the teaching and learning that you
provide.
Elton (1989) suggested that although ‘reducing bad behaviour’ was a realistic

aim, eliminating it completely was not. At the end of this chapter, I hope you
will feel more confident in your own skills and abilities in order to provide a
learning environment that fosters positive behaviour and learning.

What do we mean by ‘challenging’ students?

Trying to define this term can be problematic for a number of reasons, some
of which are explored below. However, it is worth noting that what one
teacher would deem to be challenging behaviour, another would not. I was
recently teaching a group of mature students, all of whom worked in educa-
tional settings. I asked each member of the group to make a list of behaviours
that they found most difficult to work with. As an example, I indicated that the
clicking of pens caused me to become frustrated and created a challenge in
dealing with the situation. A member of the group said that he found students
who sit on desks the most difficult to deal with. At that time, I was talking to
the group perched on a desk! In subsequent weeks, if I sat on a desk he would
click his pen – all in the spirit of humour. This anecdote illustrates how
behaviour can be experienced quite differently, and may depend on different
levels of tolerance and the subjective experience of the teacher.
Thus I suggest that defining the term ‘challenging children’, and indeed

‘challenging behaviour’, is difficult. Often in the classroom the two can be
seen as interchangeable. Behaviour may be challenging because it prevents
the teacher from providing a learning environment in which every child has
the opportunity to maximise his or her learning. The challenge may also be
for the teacher to alter the ways in which s/he approaches teaching in order to
ensure learning takes place. In doing so, the teacher may have to spend time
and energy containing and controlling the class, rather than teaching. Parti-
cular challenging behaviour may not be aimed at disrupting learning, but may
result from other factors, such as difficulties with curriculum content or use
and understanding of language and vocabulary.
Some behaviour is aimed at disruption and at undermining the authority

and control of teachers. Rogers (1990) suggests that this may be a challenge to
the teacher’s right to exercise leadership in the classroom. In such cases, it may
be difficult for the teacher to determine the causes of the challenge, as these
may be very complex. Additionally, in schools today there is an added pressure
caused by the need to raise achievement.
Further and more recent definitions have begun to identify a number of

possible contributory factors to challenging behaviour, including the social and
emotional aspects of learning; possible low self-esteem; and specific special
educational needs such as attention hyperactivity deficit disorder (ADHD) or
autistic spectrum disorder (ASD). In order to develop further our
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understanding of some of these complexities, and to provide an inclusive
approach in the classroom, we need to explore the two main models of dis-
ability: the medical and social models. The medical model has ensured that the
‘blame’ lies with the child, that there is something wrong with them, that they
could be described as dysfunctional or ‘ill’ and, as result, need to be cured.
No account is taken of external factors such as the environment (Frederickson
and Cline 2009; Garner 2009). The social model takes a much more inclusive
approach, suggesting that the ‘blame’ lies with society. It is society that creates
barriers, which may prevent children from accessing learning opportunities.
I am advocating a move from a medical model to one where we aim to

change the behaviour and not the child; one that has a stronger inclusive
approach. In attempting to achieve this, we may also need to examine our
own behaviour, and we must pay attention to the voice of the child.
Increasingly, practitioners across Children’s Services are being required to elicit
children’s views as a fundamental part of their work. This agenda is being
driven by government through a number of initiatives such as ‘Every Child
Matters’ (DfES 2003) and the Children Act 2004. Topping and Maloney
(2005) draw on children’s experiences where they have indicated that a teacher’s
behaviour affects their own. For example, they argue that if a teacher treats
children with respect and has a sense of humour, then children’s commitment
will increase. They also suggest that a teacher who praises good work will be
much more likely to have pupils who are not disruptive and are engaged with
the learning process. The lesson for us is that our own behaviour is very likely
to have an impact on our classes.
In trying to understand what we mean by ‘challenging’ children and ulti-

mately in ensuring that we include them, it is important to identify a number
of factors, including definitions, the use of language, teachers’ tolerance levels,
the impact of any specific conditions and impairments, and the ‘blame’ culture
in which we live. This is a complex issue, with which newly qualified teachers
will have to grapple.

Behaviour and learning

How do we ensure we provide an inclusive classroom that enables all children
to access the teaching and leaning opportunities? We could start by developing
our understanding of the links between behaviour and learning.
Haydn (2007) points out that there is an assumption that all children come

to school wanting to learn – this is, however, not always the case. He also
suggests that many outside the world of education view learning and beha-
viour as two entirely separate activities, entertaining the notion that a teacher
with a new class will ‘sort out’ behaviour in the first few weeks. Developing
and understanding children’s ‘learning agendas’ (Elliott et al. 2001) can be
viewed as an important and essential part of a teacher’s role in providing an
environment that facilitates learning. Steer (2008) suggests that the relationship
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between behaviour and learning is now widely accepted, and there is an
expectation that schools should monitor the impact of this connection.
A significant approach to managing ‘challenging’ children is ‘behaviour for

learning’. This theory is based on the idea that a set of three relationships
should be in place, which will enable the desired outcome of effective and
worthwhile learning (Evans et al. 2003). These three relationships are:

� child and self
� child and other
� child and curriculum.

The theory suggests that when there is balance between these three compo-
nents, a child will learn and behave appropriately. However, if there is an
imbalance, learning and behaviour may be affected.
In 2004, the Behaviour 4 Learning (B4L) initiative was established and used

as a major component of teacher training, aimed particularly at helping new
teachers to develop and foster an environment in the classroom that promotes
behaviour for learning.

Policies, initiatives and debates

It is important to recognise the effect history has had on the ways in which we
perceive behaviour and work to promote behaviour for learning.
The 1944 Education Act aimed at ensuring that post-war Britain had an

education system that all learners could access. This laid the foundation of
our current education system. The Warnock Report (Warnock 1978) was
ground-breaking in that it marked a move away from a deficit medical model
to one that could be described as positive and empowering. This report
formed the backbone of various policies and legislation, including the 1981
Education Act, the 1989 Children Act and the 1989 Elton Report.
The Elton Report (Elton 1989) was established to examine and make

recommendations regarding what was seen at the time as disruptive behaviour
in schools. It made the link between behaviour and learning much more
explicit and as a result, the report has relevance today. This report laid the
foundations for the Steer Report (2005) and subsequent review (2008). Elton
(1989) suggested a whole-school approach to behaviour management through
which an atmosphere would be created that would foster and promote
learning. This approach would necessitate schools having clear policies and
procedures, not only for when things went wrong, but also to highlight and
reward ‘good behaviour’. It recommended the development of a school-wide
ethos with regard to positive approaches to behaviour management. The
significant difference in the recommendations when compared with previous
behaviour-management ideas was that of a proactive approach to teaching
and learning.
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National initiatives concerned with supporting children who may experi-
ence problem behaviour include ‘Every Child Matters’ (DfES 2003) and the
subsequent Children’s Plan (DCSF 2007). Every Child Matters arose follow-
ing the tragic death of Victoria Climbié in 2000. It highlighted five key areas/
outcomes that every child had a right to expect, and that would enable all
learners to fulfil their potential. The outcomes are to:

� be healthy
� stay safe
� enjoy and achieve
� make a positive contribution
� achieve economic wellbeing.

When we examine these outcomes, we can see that they all have some con-
nection with behaviour. In particular, the aims of ‘enjoy and achieve’ and
‘make a positive contribution’ are relevant to you as a teacher. Furthermore,
all five outcomes help to ensure that children are included in schools, and
that by providing opportunities in these areas schools are going some way to
providing a truly inclusive environment.
As a teacher, you will not be alone in helping children to achieve these

outcomes. The focus of the initiative is to develop a multi-professional Team
Around the Child. Such a team has the school at the centre, and as a teacher
you will play an important part in helping your children, drawing on support
from other members of the Team Around the Child such as the youth
offending team. We need to be a group – all stakeholders helping children to
access education and succeed.
The Department for Children, Schools and Families published The Chil-

dren’s Plan: Building Brighter Futures (DCSF 2007) with the aim of continuing
to build on the work of Every Child Matters. The route for achieving this is
identified though a number of ‘headline’ ideas, such as greater collaboration
between agencies; early intervention such as Sure Start; greater involvement
of parents, and ‘stage not age’ teaching tailored to meet individual needs.
One outcome of The Children’s Plan was to ask Sir Alan Steer to review the
progress made in managing ‘challenging’ students and in implementing the
recommendations he made in his 2005 report.
Steer’s review (DfES 2005) has become the centrepiece of the government’s

plans for tackling what is perceived to be problem behaviour, and suggests
some useful strategies. These include highlighting effective practice that allows
for the right conditions for good behaviour, and offering practical examples of
how to achieve this, for example, parental involvement and effective school
leadership. Steer’s later report (Steer 2008) identifies what progress has been
made and makes 47 recommendations grouped under three main themes:
legal powers and duties, supporting the development of good behaviour, and
raising standards.
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The report’s purpose and ideology can perhaps best be summed up by
Steer’s own observations:

Consistent experience of good teaching promotes good behaviour. But
schools also need to have positive strategies for managing pupil behaviour
that help pupils understand their school’s expectations, underpinned by a
clear range of rewards and sanctions, which are applied fairly and con-
sistently by all staff. It is also vital to teach pupils how to behave – good
behaviour has to be learned – so schools must adopt procedures and
practices that help pupils learn how to behave. Good behaviour has to be
modelled by all staff all of the time in their interaction with pupils. For
their part, staff need training and support to understand and manage pupil
behaviour effectively

(Steer 2005: 12)

The questions for teachers are, what approach do you take as an individual, and
which of the myriad of behaviour management books and resources do you use?
It is helpful for you to be aware of your own beliefs and value sets. These

may be different from those of the children you are working with, due to
cultural and environmental factors. You will need to be able to identify what
behaviours cause you the most difficulty. Once you have identified these, it is
important to try and reflect on why these behaviours cause you difficulty, and
you may begin to change your own behaviour. At this stage, it is also important
to focus on children’s positive behaviours and to reflect on how you reward them.
Above all, be prepared to embark on a journey that does not have an ending!
In general terms, there are a number of strategies you could consider using in

the classroom to ensure you continue to develop your inclusive pedagogy and,
as a result, include all your children. These are best used within a framework,
which could comprise the following approaches.

� Good communication – this should include positive body language, avoid-
ing long, complex instructions, communicating with other professionals, and
listening to learners and their parents.

� Consider your approach to children. They quickly pick up if you “like”
them and respond accordingly.

� Being well prepared – Elton (1989) and Haydn (2007), among others,
recognised that good preparation of lessons is essential.

� Establish a few simple ground rules that everyone can understand and
achieve – do not set the bar so high that achievement is impossible.

� Use the school’s policies to support your work.
� Use the Team Around the Child – Steer (2008) indicates that the devel-

opment of collegiate professionalism and the sharing of good practice
should have a significant impact on behaviour.

� Use assessments to check on children’s level of achievement, especially in
the area of social and emotional development. Try and ensure the activities
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you provide are appropriate – that they match the level at which the
child is functioning. You may find that overstretching a child exacerbates
problematic behaviour.

� Involve parents wherever you can – sharing responsibility and planning can
be most effective.

� Decide which behaviours to focus on, and which to ignore.
� Develop your own strategies, based on your developing inclusive practice.
� Refer to the Social and Emotional Aspects of Learning (SEAL) initiative.

This list is by no means exhaustive, but should give you a starting point.
In the final part of this section, I will briefly examine SEAL and three types

of provision: inclusion units, pupil referral units and nuture groups. A number
of writers (Goleman 1998; Roffey and O’Reirdon 2002) have identified that
meeting children’s social needs plays an important part in nurturing and fos-
tering an environment that enables them to access the teaching and learning
that is on offer, and to succeed as a result. Gardner (1984) discussed the con-
cept of ‘multiple intelligences’, which identified the importance of being
intelligent about our own emotions. Further work was explored by Goleman
(1995), who used the phrase ‘emotional intelligence’ and suggested that
emotional and social skills could be seen as more important in developmental
terms than raw intelligence.
As we have already identified, there has been concern, sometimes media-

driven, about young people’s antisocial behaviour. This, together with perceived
problematic behaviour in schools (DfES 2005), has prompted the government
to develop a programme to support nurturing of learners’ social and emotional
skills. This has been translated into the SEAL initiative, which was originally
targeted at the primary school population, and more recently was developed
for use in secondary schools. This initiative can be viewed as being of parti-
cular importance for children who are seen as both challenging for schools and
at risk of educational failure.
SEAL is based on five broad areas: self-awareness, managing feelings, moti-

vation, empathy, and social skills. In supporting and nurturing these five areas,
it is envisaged that children will become more effective learners. In terms of
challenging behaviour, it is intended that the initiative will enable children to
build a foundation for managing their own emotions, and hence a greater
understanding of their behaviour and how it might affect others – in other
words, that each child will develop a social conscience. Some schools have
chosen to ‘deliver’ specific SEAL lessons, while others have integrated the
concept throughout the curriculum, for example during playtimes and in
assemblies. A vast range of materials, which can be used flexibly, are available
for teachers to support their work with this initiative.
SEAL is not the only programme available to tackle these issues; other

strategies that might help support children’s development include nurture
groups, circle time, buddy systems, and peer mentoring.
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While considering inclusive strategies, it is important that we should also
recognise that educational placement has a part to play. By this I mean that
some children may be placed, or perceived as ‘dumped’, within an inclusion/
exclusion unit that is part of a mainstream school, or in a pupil referral unit.
Inclusion units are a relatively new type of provision, and you may find them
called other things, such as a learning support unit or seclusion room. In
essence, they provide a physical environment together with short-term tail-
ored programmes aimed at meeting individual needs. There is little guidance
on how this type of provision should be run, and as a result schools are left to
work out what they believe is right for them. While the aim is to keep pupils
in school, it could be argued that the units themselves internally exclude
pupils, become a dumping ground for young people seen as ‘problems’, and as
such are not inclusive in the wider sense.
Unlike inclusion units, pupil referral units are an older provision, established

in 1996 in order for local authorities to become compliant with their statutory
duties, providing suitable education for pupils of compulsory school age who had
been excluded from mainstream provision. This type of setting is based within
local areas rather than within schools. The aim is to provide short-term
intervention and re-inclusion into mainstream provision. During the 1980s, a
number of critical reports identified that these units did not enable pupils to
progress, and the teaching and learning pedagogy was poor. Pupils, once ‘sent’ to
a unit, rarely re-entered mainstream provision. More recently, pupil referral
units have supported pupils in following the National Curriculum, albeit dif-
ferentiated, providing a flexible approach to meeting individual pupils’ needs.
They are also increasingly working in successful partnerships with further education
colleges, enabling pupils to develop vocational as well as academic skills.
In contrast, nurture groups are viewed by many (Cooper and Whitbread

2007; Binnie and Allen 2009) as being a highly effective inclusive method of
supporting children’s emotional development and improving their behaviour.
This approach, originally developed by Boxall in 1969, centres on a small
group setting in which children spend flexible amounts of time depending on
their individual needs. The focus is on building a nurturing, safe environment
that proactively promotes self-esteem, emotional well-being, positive relation-
ships and communication, whilst minimising anxiety and addressing under-
lying problems that impact on learning. There are now more than 1000
nurture groups in the UK and although these were initiated for young chil-
dren, their success has led to increasing numbers of secondary schools adapting
the approach for older pupils (Colley 2009). Whilst there may be the potential
for similar dangers in this approach to that of ‘inclusion units’ in that pupils
may become isolated from their peers, the intention of nurture groups is to
support young people’s full inclusion in their schools; indeed, many schools
report the benefits of such an approach on wider school practice.
How does this type of provision fit within an inclusive culture? It can be

argued that it follows the medical model – placing the ‘blame’ within the
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child by removing them from the classroom and attempting to ‘cure’ them,
and as such does not follow an inclusive ideology which also considers the role
of the environment within challenging situations.

Conclusion

Sharing knowledge and enabling learners to experience success is one of the
most rewarding aspects of the teacher’s role. However, I recognise that
working in a situation where you feel challenged is a difficult task.
Having examined, albeit briefly, some of the issues and strategies that sur-

round the concept of children who may present a challenge, I would like to
emphasise that prevention is better than cure (Kyriacou 2001). We have all seen
the teacher who makes managing a classroom appear easy. It is highly likely
that they achieve this apparent ease by having put in significant preparation
behind the scenes.
I also want to stress that you are not alone in developing your skills. There

are a lot of published materials to help you, but probably one of the best
support mechanisms you can use is effective communication. This works on a
number of levels – teacher to child, teacher to teacher, teacher to parent,
teacher to other professionals. Listening to and asking for help is not a sign of
failure, rather it indicates a willingness to learn and to nurture individuals.
DCSF (2009) recognises that, in Building a 21st Century Schools System, every
school should be working in partnership because no school can do it alone.
In recognising this, they are requiring schools to deliver the Pupil Parent
Guarantee, which requires schools to work in partnership with the Team
Around the Child. This, together with the policies and strategies mentioned
above, can help ensure support for all children is in place, and that this support
will enable them to succeed in adult life.
Some of the strategies discussed in this chapter will help you develop your

own skills and enable you to become inclusive teachers. In order to further
develop your skills to support children, keep reading, observing, listening and
talking.

Reflections on values and practice

� Think about your own teaching practice. What behaviour strategies have
worked for you, and why? Conversely, what strategies have not worked for
you, and why?

� How do you deal with the stress of working children whose behaviour you
find challenging? Identify your support mechanisms.

� How well do you know the community in which your setting is placed?
Consider the impact this may have on children’s values and attitudes, and
how these relate to your own.
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Chapter 11

Teachers working with
teaching assistants

Vikki Anderson

Introduction

Effective partnerships between teachers and teaching assistants form an essential
part of embracing diversity and enabling all pupils to participate fully in the
classroom. However, the impact of such collaboration is highly dependent on
the conditions under which teaching assistants operate, and the ways in which
their role is interpreted and understood. This chapter explores the changing
role of teaching assistants and their effect on inclusive classroom practice,
highlighting some of the key issues to consider when working with them in
partnership.

The role of teaching assistants

There are currently around 181,580 full-time equivalent teaching assistants in
state-funded schools in England – triple the number ten years ago – and
this growth has been accompanied by marked changes in their roles and
responsibilities (DCSF 2009). Traditionally, they came from parent helper
routes, learned on the job, and functioned as classroom auxiliaries who
relieved teachers of care and housekeeping-type duties (Clayton 1993).
However, changes in educational policy have resulted in them taking on an
ever-increasing array of tasks, with many providing behavioural support and/
or playing a significant part in the teaching and learning process. This shift in
orientation is highlighted by a teaching assistant in Bach et al.’s study of
London primary schools:

I mean we used to be paint washers and just getting stuff ready for the
lesson, but we’re actually joining in lessons now; we’re involved in
teaching [Inner school E, TA1]

(Bach et al. 2006: 15)

Workforce remodelling (Ofsted 2004) has given teaching assistants the
opportunity to develop through a four-level professional career structure, in



 

which level four represents higher level teaching assistant (HLTA) status. In order
to reach this level, teaching assistants must meet the appropriate professional
standards derived from those for Qualified Teacher Status (Burgess and Shelton
Mayes 2009). HLTAs can teach whole classes and have been deployed in a
range of roles, some of which were previously undertaken exclusively by
teachers, for example pastoral year leader and assistant special educational
needs coordinator (SENCO) (Goddard et al. 2007). Although this can be
regarded as developing teaching assistants as active participants in teaching and
learning, research has shown that, for a number of reasons, they do not all
aspire to become HLTAs (Bach et al. 2006; Collins and Simco 2006; Barkham
2008). It is therefore important for teachers to understand that the aspirations
of teaching assistants vary, and to aim to develop partnerships based on mutual
respect in which they can work to their individual strengths.

The effectiveness of teaching assistants

In some cases, the effectiveness of trained teaching assistants is linked to the
fact that they are likely to remain in the job. An example of this consistency is
provided by the deputy head teacher of an Inner London primary school:

I would say that the vast majority of phonics teaching, quality phonics
teaching was done by TAs who’ve been trained because they’re the ones who
are consistently here. We’ve had five members of new staff this term, we
haven’t managed to get all the training in for them yet but we’ve got TAs
who’ve been doing it consistently and we’ll actually use them to demonstrate
how to do it when it comes up to initiate new members of [teaching] staff

(Bach et al. 2006: 16)

This transfer of skills forms part of the ‘connecting and mediating’ role that
teaching assistants can play between a variety of stakeholders (Howes 2003:
150). Teaching assistants have been found to be effective in improving contact
between home and school, with parents regarding them as more approachable
than teachers due to shared values, similar cultural backgrounds, and familiarity
with the local community (Collins and Simco 2006; Logan and Feiler 2006).
Mansaray’s (2006: 179) research illustrates the complexities and subtleties at
work within inclusive schools, and how a teaching assistant’s work can extend
to contexts that are not easily accessible to the teacher:

Some of the kids we have in our school do not have breakfast. They
don’t have, – or don’t have time to have breakfast, or their parents
probably don’t get up, and [by] the time they get up it’s just in time for
them to be at school. … I know the ones who eat, who doesn’t eat, and I
just make sure they have sufficient food inside of them.

(Stephanie: TA, Fenton)
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This study also shows how teaching assistants from minority ethnic groups use
their own cultural and social resources to foster inclusion by correcting stereo-
types, developing intercultural understanding and ‘creating shared spaces of
meaning’. For example, Luke, a Black Rastafarian, describes the advantages of
engaging with pupils of African Caribbean heritage in their own vernacular:

You know, they will try things on, but then I know like the culture, and
I know how things are, and I’ll be like, ‘is that right, yeah?’, and they’ll be
like, ‘oh’. … I know exactly what they’re talking about, whereas someone
else might not, you know what I mean? … I don’t know, maybe some of
them might feel more comfortable coming to speak to me rather than
someone else, you know.

(Mansaray 2006: 181)

A major aspect of teaching assistants’ work lies in ‘bridging pedagogic boundaries’
by removing barriers to participation in the classroom (ibid.: 178). However,
much of the research in this area is based on the views and experiences of
teachers and teaching assistants, rather than objective evaluations of practice.
The large-scale, longitudinal Deployment and Impact of Support Staff (DISS)
project fills this gap by providing a comprehensive assessment of the deploy-
ment and impact of teaching assistants across a range of outcomes. In one
strand of the study, systematic observations were carried out in 49 primary and
secondary schools in England and Wales to investigate the effects of teaching
assistants on pupil and adult behaviour in class (Blatchford et al. 2009a). In the
primary schools, all pupils appeared to benefit from the presence of teaching
assistants in terms of better classroom control and more individualised atten-
tion, enabling pupils to interact more actively with adults. At secondary level,
pupils identified as having special educational needs benefited from more
individual attention, together with a significant increase in on-task behaviour,
and there were benefits for all pupils in terms of better classroom control and
more teaching overall.
The government has proposed that through pedagogical input, support staff

should have a direct impact on pupils’ attainment as well as behaviour (DfES
2002). Systematic research into the effect of teaching assistants on academic
progress has focused mainly on the acquisition of literacy and numeracy skills
in the primary school (Alborz et al. 2009). However, the DISS project also
included a systematic analysis of the impact of the amount of extra support
from teaching assistants on pupils’ academic progress (Blatchford et al. 2009b).
This research examined the extent to which the amount of support was related
to end of year attainment in English, mathematics and science, controlling
for factors that might be expected to explain the relationship, such as prior
attainment, income deprivation, English as an additional language, and whe-
ther pupils had a statement of special needs or were at School Action or
School Action Plus of the SEN Code of Practice (DfES 2001). The results
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revealed a negative relationship between the amount of additional support and
the academic progress of pupils in Years 1, 3, 7 (English and mathematics) and
10 (English), and Years 2, 6 and 9 (English, mathematics and science). In other
words, the higher the amount of support, the lower the level of progress.
Drawing upon a range of additional data gathered throughout the DISS

project, Blatchford et al. (2009b: 133) highlight a number of ‘wider factors’
that could have affected the relationship between pupils’ academic progress
and support. These include: insufficient paid time for joint planning and
feedback; pupils becoming separated from their teachers and the broader cur-
riculum; the ways in which teaching assistants interact with pupils, and a lack of
training for teachers in working effectively with support staff. These are key issues
that have also been identified in previous research, and should be considered
by all new teachers entering into partnerships with teaching assistants.

Teachers working with teaching assistants

Ofsted (2008) reports that the quality of teaching is enhanced when teachers
provide clear guidance to teaching assistants and involve them in planning.
Nevertheless, a number of studies highlight a lack of dedicated time for tea-
chers and teaching assistants to plan and evaluate their work together (see, for
example, Smith et al. 2004; Bedford et al. 2008). The Every Child Matters
initiative (DfES 2004) identifies the need for a more coherent and flexible
workforce, and it is therefore crucial that adults working together in the
classroom collaborate effectively. An example of good practice is provided by
Fox et al. (2004), who describe a situation in which a primary school teacher
informed the teaching assistant about the whole day’s planning, focusing on
the work of the entire class, together with specific planning for a child with
Down’s syndrome. The teaching assistant recorded her views in the teacher’s
planning and assessment book at the end of the morning and afternoon ses-
sions, and the teacher used these to differentiate the next day’s lessons. In
another primary school, teachers and teaching assistants were allocated a
weekly slot to engage in reflection and planning during whole-school assembly;
and in a secondary school, ‘Working Together’ slips were created, enabling
teachers and teaching assistants to increase communication, plan collaboratively
and reflect on their work (Vincett et al. 2005).
If teaching assistants do not have opportunities to share their ideas with,

seek advice from, and give feedback to, the teacher, the ‘voice vacuum’
described by O’Brien and Garner (2001: 3) will restrict the growth of a fruitful
professional partnership aimed at improving the quality of teaching and
learning. It is important, however, that joint planning is not carried out at
lunchtime or after school, relying on the goodwill of teaching assistants,
but rather that structured, paid time is allocated to it. The responsibility for
collaborative working does not therefore rest solely with the class or subject
teacher, but is a management issue that requires a whole-school approach.
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Concerns about teaching assistants’ pay and conditions of service are well
documented in the literature. Teaching assistants in Barkham’s study point out
that the goodwill of voluntary work has been replaced by a climate of pro-
fessionalism, and that to ‘feel valued you have to be paid for what you are
doing’ (Barkham 2008: 850). As wage rates are set by each local authority,
salaries can differ on a regional basis, with some teaching assistants being paid
during term-time only, and some with HLTA status being on split contracts
where they are paid a higher rate to work with a whole class for part of a
week and employed for the remainder as general teaching assistants on a lower
rate of pay (Unison 2007). These issues may be resolved by the recently
formed School Support Staff Negotiating Body (DCSF 2009) with a new pay
and conditions framework for support staff that combines national consistency
and local flexibility. However, it is important to note that being valued does
not rest solely with financial rewards. Teaching assistants in Mistry et al.’s
(2004: 134) study commented that they would appreciate ‘being thanked
occasionally’, and those in Anderson and Finney’s (2008) research felt that
teachers should identify and make full use of their abilities and experience,
enabling them to contribute to different areas of the curriculum in addition to
core skills.
Teaching assistants are often assigned to pupils identified with learning and/

or behaviour difficulties, in the context of either in-class support or small
group withdrawal. However, this can result in these individuals missing out on
everyday teacher–pupil interaction and becoming separated from the curriculum
(Blatchford et al. 2009b). The fact that teaching assistants often focus on those
who are seen to need ‘extra help’ may reinforce ‘the peer-group label of
“dumb” (Mansaray 2006: 179), and can create dependency on the part of both
pupil and teacher. Gerschel (2005: 71) cautions against ‘a “Velcro” model’ of
teaching assistants being attached to single pupils, which can result in emotional
dependency on the assistant, and pupils being less likely to be fully included in
the class or form relationships with their peers. Emam and Farrell (2009) found
that secondary school teachers tended to rely on teaching assistants working
with pupils with autism to ensure their participation in, and completion of,
academic tasks, and to manage any challenging behaviour. The teachers
viewed the teaching assistants as experts in this context, and in so doing,
detached themselves from the pupils. Blatchford et al. (2009b: 134) argue that
pupils experiencing barriers to participation are likely to benefit from more,
not less, of a teacher’s time, and that there is a danger that delegating respon-
sibility to teaching assistants means the teacher does not feel the need: ‘to
consider pedagogical approaches that might benefit the whole class’.
It has been suggested by Ofsted (2004) that teaching assistants may be more

inclined to keep pupils on-task than to focus on improving their under-
standing and skills. In the DISS project (Blatchford et al. 2009b), teaching
assistants were found to prioritise the achievement of outcomes as opposed to
promoting engagement in the learning process and the ownership of tasks. For
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example, they were observed telling pupils what to do, giving them answers,
or physically doing work for them rather than prompting them to think for
themselves. This type of approach is reflected in studies across the age range
(Moyles and Suschitzky 1997; Veck 2009) and may be influenced by unintended
messages communicated by teachers about the need to meet targets and get
through the curriculum (Audit Commission 2002). It can have an adverse
effect on the progress of some pupils (Blatchford et al. 2009b), indicating
that schools may need to reconsider the ways in which the role of teaching
assistant is conceptualised and put into practice.
Inclusive education involves responding to pupils from a wide range of

backgrounds and cultures with different experiences, knowledge, under-
standing and skills. It is therefore essential for teachers to develop ways of
working that will enable them to devote sufficient time and pedagogical
expertise to those who require it most. Some innovative approaches are
documented in the literature. In a primary school, Rose (2000) observed that
teaching assistants played an important role in supporting whole classes rather
than concentrating on individuals with statements of special educational needs.
For example, a teaching assistant monitored the work of the rest of the class
while the teacher worked intensively with a pupil who had speech and
language difficulties. In both primary and secondary schools, Vincett et al.
(2005) used the models of zoning and room management for collaborative
working. Zoning involves arranging the class into learning zones usually
structured by the placement of groups (for example, six groups could be split
5/1, 4/2 or 3/3) and allocating these to the teacher or teaching assistant.
Within room management, each of the adults in the classroom occupies a
clear role – that of activity or learning manager. The activity manager con-
centrates on the larger group; the learning manager provides intensive support
to particular individuals. Staff can take on either role, depending on the needs
of the class and the activities to be carried out, and can switch roles during a
session if required. With each model, however, the teacher has overall
responsibility for the whole class. Both these models were found to have
positive effects on pupils’ self-esteem and engagement in learning, and enabled
teaching assistants to become more involved in the learning experiences of all
pupils. Nevertheless, there were some resource implications, as teacher/assistant
pairs required training and found that they needed additional paid planning
time to work successfully in this way.
In-service training can be critical to the teaching assistant/teacher relationship,

and should include opportunities for both partners to reflect on their inclusive
aims and values, and the impact these might have on shared classroom practice.
It should also focus on strategies for creating responsive learning environments
that enable all pupils to feel equally valued, participate actively, and experience
success. Additional training may be required if teachers are to become skilled
in developing effective working partnerships. It cannot be assumed that the
appropriate skills will be well honed in all teachers, especially as some newly
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qualified teachers have reported feeling intimidated by older, experienced
teaching assistants (Barkham 2008), and teaching assistants have expressed
concerns about working with new teachers (Anderson and Finney 2008).

Conclusion

Partnership working between teachers and teaching assistants is vital to the
inclusion of a diverse range of learners within mainstream schools. If good
practice is to occur, an ongoing process of clear, constructive communication
and reflective practice is needed, together with supportive organisational cultures
that enable teaching assistants to work to their strengths and benefit from joint
professional development. Time for planning together is vital, together with
teaching and learning strategies to ensure all pupils receive equitable amounts
of the teacher’s time and do not become separated from their peers. Finally, it
is important that the teaching assistant/teacher relationship is based on mutual
respect, and that teaching assistants feel valued if they are to play an optimal
role in improving educational opportunities for all learners, regardless of
difference.

Reflection on values and practice

� Reflect on a relationship you have had with a teaching assistant. What was
successful and what aspects could have been improved? How can you use this
reflection to build positive relationships with teaching assistants in the future?

� What joint training would benefit both you and the teaching assistant with
whom you work, and how might this be pursued?

� How might you work with the teaching assistant so that all pupils receive
equal amounts of your time and pedagogical expertise?

Resource

Richards, G. and Armstrong, F. (eds) (2008) Key Issues for Teaching Assistants: Working in
Diverse and Inclusive Classrooms, London: Routledge.
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Chapter 12

Including parents with
disabled children

Michele Moore

Introduction

In this chapter I look at positioning parents as allies in the new teacher’s
project of advancing inclusion from an insider’s perspective, by exploring how
relationships between parents and teachers can be understood from my point
of view as a parent of two children with impairments. In the words of Clarke
and Venables (2004), ‘an ally is somebody who understands that his or her role
is to support somebody else’s struggle’. I reflect on my experiences as a parent
seeking to work closely with teachers who are willing to see parents as allies.
I also write from the viewpoint of a professional working with teachers on
best practice in inclusive education, thus trying to weave together contrasting
perspectives and agendas. I set out to suggest a theoretical approach to
engagement with parents as an academic, and as a parent of disabled children
I try to persuade you of its necessity. The approach I suggest, however, works
to build productive and comfortable relationships with parents of all children
at risk of, and at risk from, exclusion. It works as excellent practice for
enhancing teaching and learning through closer relations with parents of any
child, building on the notion that inclusive practice is good for everyone.

Learning through disability studies

I place emphasis on envisioning inclusion of disabled children (but think of
inclusion of any child), through the lens of theories and practices which have
evolved through the work of disabled people and their allies. Efforts disabled
people have made to explain the origins and significance of their own exclusion
from school and community life offer many insights for the building of
inclusive classrooms schools and communities (Rieser and Mason 1990; Mason
2005, 2008). Disabled people’s own ideas on ways of dismantling barriers that
create exclusion offer a rich resource to any teacher willing to take seriously
inclusive teaching and learning for all children.
At the heart of inclusive practice for new teachers lies application of ‘the

social model of disability’. The model was developed by disabled people, who



 

came together to create a theoretical framework that would enable non-disabled
people to understand how the difficulties people with impairment face in their
lives are not a product of their impairments, but are the outcome of the
experience of living in a disabling world (UPIAS 1976; Oliver 1996, 2009).
The social model of disability calls for recognition of material, attitudinal,
cultural and the myriad of other socially constructed barriers that limit the lives
of people with impairments. Once social barriers to inclusion are identified,
they can be dismantled so that children need not encounter disabling schools,
communities and identities. It is easy to see that the notion of dismantling
barriers holds the key to reducing the risk of exclusion for any child.

‘Social model thinking’

I learned through personal experience as the mother of children with impair-
ments, through engagement with teachers, and through people who feel they
matter less than their contemporaries, that the social model of disability can
function as a ‘social model for dismantling exclusion’ in any situation. ‘Social
model thinking’ can be applied to assist teachers with reducing the exclusion
of disabled children, and can also be applied to dismantling barriers surrounding
those at risk of exclusion due to wider politics of inequality; children who are
poor, for example, members of cultural or linguistic minority groups, or those
at risk of exclusion due to complexities of migration status, and so on.
Social model thinking involves focusing directly on barriers encountered by

children; it enables teachers to take a creative approach to dismantling the
barriers that create segregation, exclusion and disablement, rather than worrying
about specific questions of impairment. To effectively include a child with a
hearing impairment in teaching and learning, for example, it is not necessary
to have an in-depth knowledge of pediatric audiology, but it is essential to
work tirelessly to understand and remove the day-to-day disabling barriers
a child faces (Beazley and Moore 1995). Micheline Mason writes of the
commitment she made to her daughter, who she describes as ‘disabled, feisty,
full of life and longing to be in the thick of it’:

I wanted Lucy to go to her local mainstream school and have the support
she needed to take part in all aspects of school life.

Mason, M. (cited 2.1.10) http://www.michelinemason.
com/topics/inclusion.htm

The quotation shows that parents know support is needed for disabling barriers
to be overcome for their child, and so commitment of new teachers to the
project of inclusion is vital. The website of the Centre for Studies of Inclusive
Education (www.csie.org.uk) evidences widespread commitment among parents
to support the participation of their disabled children in mainstream settings.
But parents know that:
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inclusion is not an easy option. It is difficult because it requires people to
examine their deepest held prejudices and fears; it asks people to learn
new skills; it means people have to think creatively and design individual
solutions for unique people; it means doing things differently and risking
failure

(www.michelinemason.com/topics/inclusion.htm)

The imperative for teachers and parents to work as allies in support of inclusive
education for children with impairments is plain. Social model thinking enables
teachers, parents and children to build inclusive teaching and learning together.

A premise of consultation

In order to apply social model thinking to facilitate inclusion, consultation
with parents is required. Recent shifts in policy towards consulting with, and
maximizing the participation of, parents in inclusive education reinforce this
(DCSF 2009). Emphasis is on ‘trying to give parents a much bigger voice in the
system’, acknowledging that close involvement of parents in their child’s
education ‘can make a profound difference to how parents feel’ and is advantageous
because very often parents know most about what will benefit their children.
Research repeatedly shows that many parents face a battle to get into a close

relationship with professionals, but those children whose parents are in
consultation with teachers are best supported and make optimum progress
(Beazley and Moore 1995; Cole 2004; Runswick-Cole 2007). Some parents
report positive relationships with teachers and others do not; differences can arise
even between parents seeking to interact with the same teacher. Consequently,
new teachers will wish to continually review their own relationships with parents.
There is hard work involved for new teachers committed to bringing

parents into a closer relationship, but the legislative context does assert that all
parents, including those with disabled children, should have a strong voice in
their child’s education. Where they do not, we hear terrible stories from par-
ents (Dunn and Moore 2008). The manner in which disabled children and
their parents are brought into consultation with teachers working to support
them is crucial (Dunn and Moore 2005). Although the illustrations that follow
in this chapter focus on inclusion of disabled children, it emerges that any
teacher who can apply social model principles to their work has skills that will
facilitate the inclusion of any child at risk of exclusion. The skills of social
model thinking quickly inscribe an aptitude for inclusive thinking and practice
upon teachers.

Social model language – giving parents cause for optimism

The language teachers use in discussions with parents of disabled children is
critically important because of the way in which it positions disabled children
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in particular discourses and consequent provisions. To illustrate, I refer to my
own children as ‘children with impairments’. People often ask ‘isn’t it better’
(‘kinder’ even) to say ‘children with disabilities’ or ‘disabled children?’ I am
arguing that my children are not ‘children with disabilities’; they are children
with impairments. ‘Disability’ is part of their experience only if people impose
diminishing or oppressive attitudes upon them, or if environments, resources
or opportunities exclude them. It is true that both of my children have
impairments: my son is partially ambulant and a sometimes wheelchair-user;
my daughter has an auditory processing hearing impairment. Sometimes they
are disabled children; if a teacher cannot include a wheelchair-user in football
practice, then my son is disabled by exclusion from the activity that currently
holds most currency with his peer group. If a teacher decides ‘Sarah is happy
in a world of her own’, my daughter is disabled by exclusion from conversa-
tion. But Sarah is equally excluded and disadvantaged when a teacher says
‘there’s no such thing as a left-handed hockey stick’.
What I am trying to get across is that it is not children’s impairments that

exclude and disable them, but a teacher’s limited approach to resources or to
enabling curricular activities might intensify the minutiae of exclusions that
create disablement (Allan 2007; Slee 2010). What I am hoping to illustrate by
the examples of my own children’s experience is that it is not physical or
sensory (or any other kind of) impairment that disables children – these are
determinants of their identity; impairment is a fact of life. I am not embarrassed
by my children’s impairment and choose to name it. Naming impairment is a
direct way of separating the experience of it from the experience of disablement,
and I try to teach my children this. To many parents it is essential teachers do
not forget, deny, overlook or offer sympathy in respect of a child’s impair-
ments. The words of a parent seeking inclusion for her two disabled children
are clarifying here:

When Makia was asked if she felt saddened by ‘the pitying way people
looked at her children’, she replied ‘people will look at my children the
way I look at them’.

(Al Saleh 2010)

It is not discretion, pity or specialist knowledge of impairment that a new
teacher needs when involving parents in responses towards their disabled
children, but simply an enabling attitude towards inclusion. This idea, that it is
not impairment that creates disability, is the basis of social model thinking for
inclusive practice. I argue that any teacher who can make plain social model
thinking gives parents tangible insight into how they as the teacher will
actively seek to dismantle the barriers that create disablement and exclusion.
A parent who hears a teacher talking about ‘unblocking the blocks’ to their
child’s participation in school and classroom life starts to feel disablement fall
away from their child’s experience of education.
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On the other hand, a parent who hears a teacher worry about what they do
or do not know about the specifics of a child’s impairment, hesitate about the
‘problems’ associated with particular impairments, or stress the numerous
difficulties a child will face in the classroom, knows for certain that in this
teacher’s class their child is on a trajectory leading to construction of disablement.
I argue that only teachers who are social model theorists can instil in parents
the confidence that they see a child’s disability as their teaching difficulty,
rather than as a child’s learning difficulty. When a parent hears a teacher take
the locus of responsibility for their disabled child’s education and development
away from the child, and place enablement within their own gift, then the
distance between teachers and parents is quickly reduced; then parents can be
allies in the new teacher’s project of inclusion.

Stories of parents and teachers working together to
include disabled children

Pahl (2010) stresses the importance of listening to the stories and experiences
of parents ‘for things that might be missing’ so that as practitioners we might
‘hear them’. Stories from my own experience vividly illustrate ways in which
disability can be reduced when teachers are willing to involve parents as allies.
Michael’s impairment involves limb reconstruction through external fixation

of bones, typical for children with limb discrepancies, as well as for those with
restricted growth. Michael’s situation is interesting to any new teacher because
he moves in and out of ‘disabled child’ status depending on where we are up
to in terms of surgery. His experience of impairment provides a clear example
of how impairment may be a fixed determinant of identity, but disability is
not. The beginning of Michael’s journey into disabled child status showed he
was in a school that could understand disability as a social practice, connect
the minimizing of disablement to a commitment to inclusion and valuing the
perspective of parents. His headteacher’s response was:

Michael is a Rowan [school] boy. We want to keep him in our Rowan
school. We will do whatever we have to do to keep him in. If we have to
move Year 5 classrooms downstairs or put in a stair lift we will … [and]
we’ll just be making provision for other children who come our way in
the future.

In this response, Michael’s inclusion was seen as an opportunity for the school
and its wider community, and inclusion would be the key through which
disablement would be minimized. The headteacher remembered her own daugh-
ter’s medical history as once having jeopardized her inclusion, which brings to
mind the observations of Sharma et al. (2008) that the more contact pre-service
teachers have with children with impairments and their parents, the more
confident they are likely to feel about including them in their classrooms.
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The school’s response to me as a parent seeking inclusion was made easier
because I was known to be working in this field; members of staff had taken
courses I co-directed. Since first knowing of Michael’s impairment, I had been
shamelessly building my chances of being seen as the school’s ally. I conducted
research to assist Governors, for example, and started helping with literacy
assessments – facing the risk of my child’s exclusion, there was little I would
not have done to force the agenda of his continued inclusion. These efforts
paid dividends because teachers did talk with me and become familiar with my
child’s impairment so that Michael’s ongoing inclusion was relatively seamless.
His class teacher arranged wheelchair access, and children were taught the
difference between the consequences of impairment and the consequences of
exclusion. Obstacles that couldn’t be overcome, such as the lack of an accessible
children’s toilet, were circumvented by allowing use of staff toilets. Where
there were no ramps, the caretaker improvised with boards and children were
quick to devise lifting strategies; often strategies to perhaps make a health and
safety officer shudder, but these were ordinary everyday solutions to dismantling
barriers that create exclusion. Inclusive attitudes enabled a disabled child to be
included and their peers to be inclusive. Additionally, the literature asserts that
children are entitled to encounter risk, and this offers them many benefits:

All children both need and want to take risks in order to explore limits,
venture into new experiences and develop their capacities.

(Play Safety Forum 2002)

Yet Hasan, who occupied the hospital bed next to Michael, having identical
impairment and surgery, attended a school at which the headteacher expressed
such fear of litigation that Hasan was effectively excluded. For months, every
time we saw Hasan and his parents at outpatient clinics, they told us his school
‘couldn’t manage him back yet’.
The critical importance of a close relationship between parents and teachers

to enable inclusion of disabled children is visible in the different experiences of
Michael and Hasan. My own positive experience was facilitated by a particular
kind of resource I could offer to the brokering of a strong parent–teacher
relationship. Sue Crabtree, also mother of a disabled child, noticed this when
she wrote ‘[teachers] did talk to me because I made myself a nuisance’, adding
‘I’m a journalist, I’m used to ferreting and checking. I cannot imagine how
those with English as a second language cope.’ For Hasan’s mother, who did
not speak English and who had five younger children at home, a teacher
would need to take an entirely proactive approach to bring her in to a con-
versation about how her disabled son might best be included. She was not in
any position to battle. Here again, social model thinking would be assistive:
what does a teacher need to do to break down the barriers to Hasan’s
mother’s inclusion in her child’s education? It is to the difficulty of answering
this question that I turn next.
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I am relentlessly arguing that consultation with parents is key to inclusion
of disabled children. The more teachers and I shared the difficulties of our
joint commitment to Michael’s inclusion, the more enablement became
possible. Over the weeks when Hasan was still not even in school, I watched
an initially hesitant teacher begin to include Michael in his wheelchair in PE,
and a few days later suggest inclusive strategies to a visiting tennis coach.
Sometimes she referred to me, particularly seeking assurance that the level
of risk she was taking was acceptable. In these ways, a teacher who was at
pains to say she ‘had no special needs training’ first evolved, and then
cascaded, the kind of inclusive practice that diminished disablement. She did it
through sustaining a close relationship with me as a parent. I began to know
that although my child was struggling with complex impairment and consider-
able pain, he was included by a responsive teacher looking to apply social
model principles to the management of impairment in maximum consultation
with parents. The teacher constantly asked herself not ‘what are the problems
with Michael?’, but ‘what do I have to do to make sure there are no problems
for Michael?’ – and if she didn’t know, she asked me. I began to realize
that ordinary teachers can facilitate the inclusion of disabled children when
they are willing to roll out social model thinking. In enabling parents to be
co-constructors of inclusion, teachers can raise expectations and outcomes for
children with impairments, and make parents feel better.
Michael’s teacher made him confident about his inclusion; she made other

children confident so their parents would still invite him for tea; she persuaded
the Scout leader to let Michael attend in the wheelchair – this was inclusion.
My child struggled with impairment, but this was not turned into disability
by processes of exclusion. Hasan, whose mother was not brought into close
contact with his teachers, missed school for six months. He became isolated
and unsurprisingly set back in learning and self-esteem. Eventually, following
sedentary months at home, his physical recovery was compromised and
impairment compounded.
I often hear parents of children with impairments express reluctance to seek

out close contact with teachers. They fear being a nuisance or putting their child’s
problems too closely under scrutiny. A mother recently told me ‘I was too
scared to go in about Katy’s reading because I’m probably a bit dyslexic too and
I’m worried I won’t really understand what they’re saying’. An observant teacher,
willing to embed social model thinking into their practice, will spot these
barriers to parents’ participation and find ways of circumventing them. Later, the
same mother was asked to help with her younger son’s class lettuce planting.
‘One of the teaching assistants,’ she said, ‘was really friendly and I started asking
her a bit about what they do about dyslexia.’ I have written elsewhere about how
teaching assistants can bring parents into closer relationship with schools, and
their role in supporting new teachers is well worth maximizing (Moore 2008).
Positive stories of teachers working with parents of disabled children to

promote inclusion offer new teachers good practice pointers (Moore 2010). So
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too, however, do stories of teachers who exclude parents. A teacher overheard
recently was explaining that involving the mother of a disabled child would be
impossible, saying ‘[that group of women] all wear hijab so I can’t even tell
which one is her mum’. It does not take a leap of imagination to see how
investment in social model thinking would compel this teacher to change
their practice around inclusion of both this child and her parents. I do see
some parents having a terrible time in their relationships with teachers. I tell
their stories here because those stories help us to think about ourselves and our
practice (Walker 2007).

Stories of parents and teachers not working
together to include disabled children

This is the experience of the parents of Leigh and Daniel. Behaviour of both
children troubled the school from the earliest days, and the more their parents
sought inclusion, the more they were seen as seen as refusing to take seriously
‘the problem of their child’s behavior’. Both sets of parents pursued formal
diagnosis of impairment, thinking a label of autistic spectrum disorder would
render the school better able to acknowledge their child’s needs. However,
when diagnosis came, it was quickly recommended the children be moved to
segregated schools. The parents were treated as having confirmed a diagnosis
their school ‘doesn’t deal with’. They were told that the support required was
not within the remit of the school, so that asking for support positioned them
as working separately from the school. Soon, all possibilities of conversations
between these parents and their children’s teachers started to close down. The
parents felt embattled, they started to feel unwelcome and that, indeed, they
were a nuisance.
With no dialogue between Leigh’s mother and teachers, his behaviour

became more challenging and he was put on a differentiated school timetable
to reduce disruption associated with his attendance on other pupils. As his
mother predicted, patchwork attendance guaranteed that Leigh’s behaviour
deteriorated as he found it impossible to cope with altered relationships,
interrupted routines and missed opportunities for learning. An escalation in
unsettled behaviour meant other parents started to say ‘it’s better if Leigh’s
not there’, seizing upon the segregation agenda as a strategy they perceived
as enhancing their own children’s experiences of teaching and learning. Leigh’s
mother talked about the pain of being the parent of a child teachers are find-
ing hard to include. This is not, of course, the same as talking about children
who are hard to include. But the fact is that soon afterwards, Leigh was
moved to a segregated school.
Daniel’s mother took a different approach. She saw the traps of the differ-

entiated day and fiercely resisted attempts to displace the school’s behaviour
management problems. She felt unwanted in Daniel’s classroom, probably, she
felt, because she was always at odds with the teacher’s proposed intervention
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strategies. She feared incurring further annoyance. She didn’t have any friendly
relationships with teachers. She had no 20 minutes of peace in any 24 hours,
and was desperate for any kind of short break, but had no expectation of access
to universal services such as Scouts or after-school activities, or of being treated
as a partner in Daniel’s inclusion. Daniel’s only friend had been Leigh, because
years of focusing on the perceived nature of their impairment, rather than on the
dismantling of social barriers that compounded each child’s difficulty, meant
they had been separated from other children. The school had managed to remove
one of the children in the age-old and invidious manner Armstrong (2003)
describes. Neither of these children presented the major access complications,
special toileting arrangements, physical handling or medical problems that Michael
presented. Yet for them, the school’s response seemed to be ‘inclusion is not
the answer’, and this extended to allowing inclusion of their parents to fall away.
In the apparently dying moments of Daniel’s inclusion, a new teacher was

appointed. Her first priority was to invite his mother in, and the two agreed to
meet every day for 15 minutes to review his day. To each and every difficulty,
the teacher sought a solution in her own practice. Daniel had good days and
bad days, but from the moment the new teacher brought his mother into a
close relationship, she herself felt better and was able to then co-construct
responses to Daniel’s experience of teaching and learning with his teacher.
Four months later, she was helping to judge the Ball Poach on Sports Day.
Her delight at being an included parent was plain to see. She told me that
Daniel was nowadays happy and motivated. ‘Actually’ she said, ‘other children
can cope with him better because he’s included.’ Because of the sustained
efforts of a teacher to bring a parent in to the joint project of inclusion,
Daniel, who had been presenting difficult, aggravating, frequently injurious
behaviours, had been settled and included so that, from being excluded on an
almost daily basis, he had been sent home only twice in a term. Daniel’s
impairments, howsoever labelled, had not changed or gone away, but a teacher
practicing social model thinking had actively brought a parent into the shaping
of inclusion, again demonstrating that experience of disability has little to do
with impairment.

Conclusions

In these stories, the important focus has been on working with the social
model of disability to maximize inclusion of parents in the education of dis-
abled children. In the first story, a close relationship between a parent and
teachers greatly enhanced the chances of satisfactory teaching and learning for
a child with impairments. It was also seen that not all parents can come easily
into relationships with teachers, but that social model thinking helps teachers
keep open the options for reducing distance.
The examples in this chapter focus on using social model thinking to

involve parents in the education of children with physical, sensory and other
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named impairments. However, the aim stated at the beginning of the chapter
was also to suggest the utility of social model thinking for building relationships
with any parent whose child teachers might find difficult to include. For all
teachers, in segregated or mainstream settings, inclusive practice is a central
requirement irrespective of whether training in special and inclusive education
has been undertaken. For all children, social model thinking around their
entitlements, combined with a close relationship between parents and teachers,
whilst not easy for a new teacher to secure, is essential.
Michael’s inclusion still requires an exacting level of exchange between

teachers and parents. At secondary school, a concern is how to secure his
participation in a Spanish exchange at a time when he will again be a wheel-
chair-user. It is true that the average training course for modern language
teachers does not specifically address inclusion of children with limb deformity
or any other kind of impairment. Michael’s inclusion lies simply in the
willingness of all teachers to facilitate close involvement of parents and to
focus solely on dismantling whatever barriers create disablement.
In the UK, teachers beginning their careers in the context of growing

conservative forces which openly challenge the link between social justice and
segregation, shoulder tremendous responsibility for ensuring inclusive teaching
and learning will be available to all children. Cameron and Clegg (2010)
insist they will bring to an end what they call ‘unnecessary closure of special
schools, and remove the bias towards inclusion’ paying scant regard to
the voices of parents ‘who want their children to be a part of their
local community’ (Bartley 2010). Taking apart and resisting new forces for
exclusion, frequently mooted in the name of ‘parental choice’ will demand
a forthright and courageous commitment to keeping open a considered cri-
tique of the origins and significance of exclusion in our schools. For new
teachers, the task is to engage parents in keeping the agenda for inclusive
education open.
I hope this chapter conveys how considerable benefits accrue when

teachers privilege involvement of parents and inscribe their work with the
principles of a social model approach to dismantling barriers surrounding
inclusion. Through these strategies, any child can be welcomed and included
in schools and not turned into a child ‘with disabilities’. I ask new teachers to
think of inclusion of all children and their parents as simply a decision and a
practice.

Reflection on values and practice

� An important point of reflection for any new teacher working with parents
of disabled children is to think about the language and discourse to which
you will subscribe. What is the difference between a teacher who talks
about ‘a child with impairments’ and one who talks about ‘a child with
disabilities’? Why does language matter? How does it shape practice?
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� For any new teacher, the presence of disability in your own life may not be
too far away. What can you learn from your own experience to enhance
teaching and learning in your classroom?

� I ended this chapter by asking new teachers to think of inclusion of disabled
children and their parents as ‘simply a decision and a practice’. What is the
decision required, and what are the practice requirements for you as a new
teacher?
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Chapter 13

Working with the ‘experts’
Working in partnership with other
education professionals

Alison Patterson

Introduction

Support services to schools, offering advice for children identified as having
special educational needs (SEN), have existed for almost a century. Although
there have been many changes throughout the years, it is the more recent
changes in education and inclusion that have been particularly important in
shaping the support services that exist today. Support services also vary greatly
across the country, in both the way they are structured and the services they
offer. This means that if you do your teaching practice in one authority, and
then subsequently work in a different authority, albeit a few miles away, you
may find considerable differences in the support services on offer. However, in
general, local authority support services for children identified as having SEN
will include educational psychologists and specialist advisors, who offer support
for cognition and learning, physical difficulties, communication, behaviour,
hearing impairments and visual impairments. Some advisors may specialise in
autism, information technology for children with SEN, or early years children
(which may mean offering support from birth). However, it is worth noting
that in each local authority, support services extend well beyond SEN. For
example, there will probably be support services offering advice for gifted and
talented pupils and for children who speak English as an additional language.
Much of what is discussed in this chapter may therefore be applicable to your
relationship with, and expectations of, these other advisors.
In addition to this, you may receive support and advice from professionals

from other agencies, for example speech and language therapists, physio-
therapists and social workers. Again, some of this chapter may be relevant, but
working in partnership with other agencies can be more complex due to the
different priorities and targets that the government sets for each agency (e.g.
health may prioritise waiting-list times). Each agency will also have its own
funding routes, language and procedures, and there may be ethical differences
regarding confidentiality (DH 2003; DfES 2006a; Fitzgerald and Kay 2008).
Despite these differences, it is now a requirement of ‘Every Child Matters’
(DfES 2003) and the subsequent Children Act 2004 and Children’s



 

Plan (DCSF 2007) that agencies work together – so be prepared to be
involved in multi-agency work from the start of your teaching career in today’s
inclusive and diverse classrooms.

The government and support services for pupils
identified as having SEN

Requesting the involvement of a support service is part of the SEN Code of
Practice (DfES 2001), and government guidance after the Code of Practice but
prior to the new coalition government of 2010 still clearly supported the
notion of support services. For example in Removing Barriers to Achievement
(DfES 2004a: 48), it stated that support services play ‘a key role in supporting
the development of inclusive practice’ and in Quality Standards for Special
Educational Needs (SEN) Support and Outreach Services (DCSF 2008: 4)
support services are cited as being ‘crucial’ in helping schools to achieve the
five outcomes of the Every Child Matters Agenda (DfES 2003, 2004b, 2004c).
However, during this period, as part of the attempt to drive up standards in
schools, the then Labour government also placed great importance on competi-
tion and accountability, and support services were included in these govern-
ment initiatives too.
The drive to create competition for support services emerged in 1998 when

the system of funding for support services was radically changed by the Fair
Funding Initiative (DfEE 1998). This initiative required local authorities to
delegate ever higher percentages of their money for SEN provision to schools,
allowing, and arguably encouraging, schools to buy in the support services
they required. Shortly after this, Gray (2001) reviewed the role of SEN sup-
port services and concluded that this government initiative had resulted in
considerable diversity in support services, and in some areas local authority
support services competing with services from the private and voluntary
sector. This meant that support services were now part of the ‘competition
agenda’ and, although it did not result in the end of local authority support
services, it did lead to a focus on accountability, because if support services want
to compete, they need to be explicit about what they are doing and why.
With the change of government in May 2010 it would seem that the sup-

port services are now more vulnerable than ever. This is partly due to the
drive to expand the number of schools being granted academy status (and as
academies are independent of local government control they will have to buy
in any support services they need) but also because local authorities face
financial cutbacks that may impact on support services. Now more than ever,
support services will need to grasp the concept of accountability and be pre-
pared to prove that they are making a difference to the outcomes for the child.
Not surprisingly, as a result of all of the changes in the past 20 years, the

role of a support service worker has also changed. Years ago, many support
service workers would visit schools and withdraw children in small groups or
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individually, often returning the child to his/her class teacher at the end of
the lesson, with the possibility of the nature and content of what they
had done remaining the world’s ‘best kept secret’. Nowadays, their role is
much more that of an advisor or consultant, where the support is often
‘hands-off’, and they may be involved in whole-school improvement work
rather than focusing on individual children. Blamires and Moore (2004: 11)
describe this transition as part of moving from the ‘cupboard’ to the ‘commu-
nity’, and their model also mirrors the transition from a medical model of
disability.

More harm than good?

For some writers, support services sit uncomfortably within the inclusion
agenda. They argue that such services help to perpetuate a medical model of
disability, as interventions and strategies that centre on the individual child
may help to reinforce the idea of the problem residing within the child – in
other words, a ‘fix-it’ approach, where the teacher and support service worker
try to get the child to fit the system, rather than expecting the school to make
changes (Rieser 2003). However, others argue that support service workers
can help class teachers make changes to their pedagogy and whole-class planning
and find ways to reduce or remove the barriers the child is facing (Booth and
Ainscow 2000), thus indicating a more social model of disability.
This is particularly important because these models of disability will also

affect and be reflected in the ethos and culture of the school. This can be
illustrated by considering the difference between a school that genuinely
welcomes and celebrates diversity, and a school with an ethos of benevolence,
where children with SEN are treated in a special way, within a culture that
has its roots in sympathy and pity.
This dilemma between medical and social models of disability is also

apparent if we consider the use of assessment. For some, assessment links
clearly to a medical model of disability, leading to diagnosis and labelling
(Thomas and Loxley 2001) and undue emphasis on the individual child, which
at worst may contribute to a self-fulfilling prophecy either by the child
themselves, or because of the perceptions of those who work with the child.
However, others argue that providing an assessment allows a child to ‘demonstrate
competence and attainment’ (Farrell 2004: 142), and that the child is assessed
against their own previous achievements rather than normative targets (Rieser
2003), so the assessment may actually help the teacher to break the child’s
learning down into smaller, more achievable steps, with good quality Indivi-
dual Education Plan (IEP) targets that have a positive impact on the child’s
achievements and thus fit into a social model of disability. It is therefore worth
considering here the research by Fletcher-Campbell and Cullen (2000), who
explored schools’ perceptions of support services and found that teachers had
often already carried out assessments, and that what they actually wanted was

Working with the ‘experts’ 147



 

practical help from the support service worker. So maybe the issue with
assessments is really about what happens after the assessment? For example, if
the support following an assessment involves modelling strategies (Ofsted
2005) or discussing good inclusive programmes of intervention with the class
teacher (Blamires and Moore 2004), then the assessment might be an important
part of an approach that fits a social model of disability within today’s diverse
and inclusive classrooms.
However, the question about whether support services do more harm

than good extends beyond debates about their role within social and medical
models of disability. In particular, there is a long-running and important
debate about whether the existence of support services encourages the
‘expertise myth’ (Dessent 2004: 78), perpetuating the idea that the teacher’s
own competencies are not sufficient to meet the child’s needs. The mystique
may even extend to the pedagogy, causing the teacher to believe that a
‘highly specialist’ pedagogy is needed (Lindsay 2000: 45) in order for the child
to learn within a mainstream classroom. This may lead to a belief by the
teacher that they do not have the skills to monitor the child’s progress, plan
for the child, or even teach the child. This, in turn, may result in a depen-
dency culture (McNamara and Moreton 1995), so it is important that support
service workers always seek to enskill rather than deskill the teacher (Gray
1999; Mittler 2000).
However, the concept of specialism and expertise is not straightforward.

Ask yourself whether the existence of support services offering specialist
advice really does encourage teachers to believe that they cannot teach chil-
dren identified as having SEN? Perhaps specialist knowledge, skills and
understanding will simply help to further the teacher’s understanding of
learning, and this may benefit all children. Also, there are some needs that
teachers may not encounter very often in their teaching career, for example, a
child who uses a wheelchair, making it difficult for teachers to build up specific
knowledge and expertise. Clearly, it is important that these teachers feel
able to ask for help and advice. Therefore, perhaps specialist knowledge, skills
and understanding are simply an essential part of achieving more inclusive
schooling (Robertson 2001) in today’s diverse classrooms, and the argument
of Drifte (2005: 131) that support service workers should be seen as having
‘different’ expertise rather than ‘better’ expertise provides a sensible solution
and allows expertise to contribute towards inclusion rather than detracting
from it.
However, hidden within the arguments about whether support services do

more harm than good is the issue of the teacher’s own confidence. This must
be taken seriously because confidence affects attitude and Ofsted (2004) found
that the teacher’s attitude was critical to inclusive teaching and learning. Pause
and consider the findings by Evans and Lunt (2002: 9), who found that ‘a child
could be in a mainstream class, yet still be excluded because of the attitude of
the teachers or other children in the class’. If this is true, then support teachers
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have a vital role to play in helping teachers to feel more confident; indeed,
Corbett (2001) found in her research that teachers valued having someone to
turn to. Clearly, giving advice may be supportive and boost confidence, and
given that Croll and Moses’ (2000) research found reservations among teachers
about their expertise in terms of teaching children with SEN, it is vital to do
this. The support may help to change the teacher’s attitude and, if the advice
is given skilfully, should build capacity rather than dependency.
Your views on social and medical models of disability and the importance

(or not) of support services and expertise will almost certainly affect, in
some way, your expectations of what the support service worker will do when
he/she visits you. However, they will not be the only factors. Your expecta-
tions will also be shaped by your own school experience and your initial
teacher training, including the attitude of your lecturers and the ethos of the
school where you did your teaching practice. Let’s now consider some of
the issues surrounding the expectations of support services, and remember
that this may also be relevant to other professionals and agencies with whom
you work.

Great expectations!

It is definitely worth thinking about why you, as a class teacher, have referred
to a support service, and what you expect from them, as clarity about what
each of you will do is fundamental to the success of the partnership. It may
also avoid frustration and disappointment on both parts, particularly if the
support service worker believes in a social model of disability and the class
teacher is expecting an intervention based on a medical model of disability.
For example, are you expecting the support service worker to help you secure
more funding for the child, to teach alongside you, to carry out some form of
assessment, or to deliver whole-school training? The list is endless. However,
is the support service worker expecting to do any of these things? In other
words, do you share the same expectations?
It is important to consider what would be realistic to expect. Given that

support services exist to offer support and advice, it would seem reasonable to
expect this from the support service worker. However, giving and receiving
advice is not necessarily straightforward. Firstly, it is important that any advice
is set in context, so that the teacher does not feel over loaded (Lacey 2001);
secondly, the support needs to make sense within the curriculum and
classroom (Fletcher-Campbell and Cullen 2000). But remember that it is
also vital that the teacher ‘retains ownership of the child’s learning’ (DfES
2004d: 32) and that they still acknowledge and accept their responsibilities for
every child.
These points are partly reflected in a model that McLaughlin (1989: 97)

calls the 3Rs. In this model she suggests that support service workers should
follow three basic principles in their work:
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� respect (for teachers and their work)
� reality (start from where the teacher is at)
� responsibility (this should remain with the teacher, and should be encouraged).

It is interesting to note that while this model is over 20 years old, it
still appears to be relevant today, and would probably form a sound basis to
underpin the expectations of both teachers and support services workers.
Certainly, if the partnership is based on mutual respect and a recognition
of what is realistic for that particular teacher, with a clear understanding
of roles and responsibilities, then there should be a strong foundation on
which to build a successful relationship that leads to inclusive outcomes for
children.
So, if the work between teacher and support service worker is to be suc-

cessful, there is a need for clear expectations; Fletcher-Campbell and Cullen
(1999) called for this following their research over ten years ago and in Quality
Standards for Special Educational Needs (SEN) Support and Outreach Services
(DCSF 2008), there are several references to the need for clear information
about what service users can expect from services.
However, while written agreements about roles and responsibilities may

help to clarify expectations at a service level, remember that it does not
automatically follow that the support service workers and classroom teachers
understand and share those expectations. In the busy world of education, the
class teacher may not have even seen or read any written agreement.

Will I have to change?

In a small research study that I carried out with early years support service
workers and Foundation Stage teachers about the expectations they have of
each other, one issue that emerged was that the teachers had not anticipated
having to make changes, and the support service workers were not explicit
enough about the fact that their role is often linked to making changes.
Therefore, within the partnership, it is important to have agreement on
some of the practical issues that accompany change, and also expectations
about the pace of change (Pearson 2001). For example, who will make
and supply any new resources that are needed, and when will this happen?
The teacher’s attitude towards inclusion will also be important here, as
teachers have to believe the new thinking makes sense if they are going to try
and make changes (Cornwall 2001). This can be particularly relevant if
the teacher expects advice and support based on a medical model of disability
and the support service worker suggests changes based on a social model of
disability. It can result in the intervention being flawed from the start, and
may lead to frustration for both individuals. You might therefore like to
consider the following ideas about your partnership with the support service
worker.
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How can you get the best out of working with
a support service worker?

How do I make a referral?

Each support service will have its own referral procedure; these vary throughout
the country, but you should always discuss the need to make a referral with
your SENCO, who will probably complete the necessary paperwork with
you. It goes without saying that you will need parental permission and that
the parents (and pupil, if they are old enough) will fully understand what is
happening and why. It is never ethical to ask an advisor to ‘have a quick look
at a child’ for you while they are in school for another child, and this would
be contrary to the SEN Code of Practice (DfES 2001) and the principles of
Every Child Matters (DfES 2003).
After making the referral, try to find out as much as possible about what the

visit will involve. Some questions to ask are suggested below.

How long will the support service worker be there for?

It is not wise to assume that the support service worker will be there for the
whole morning or afternoon – they may be timetabled to fit three or four
school visits into one day, and may have considerable distances to travel
between each visit.

What paperwork will the support service worker want to see?

Under the SEN Code of Practice (DfES 2001), it is assumed that the child will
have an IEP or targets in some form, and there may also be observations of
the child or other reports or assessment documents. Have these ready for the
support service worker so that he/she can build on what is already known
about the child. There may also be a Common Assessment Framework
(DfES 2006b) for the child, and the support service worker will need to
know this.

What will the support service worker want to do on the visit?

In particular, you need to be clear about whether they will expect to work
alongside the learning support assistant (this would not be unreasonable as they
are meant to be empowering staff, not disappearing with the child to carry out
‘secret’ work in another room). If the learning support assistant is not time-
tabled to be with the child at that time, can you make a swap with another
teacher so that they are there at the right time? This may be difficult, but
remember that it is impossible for support service workers to match their visits
to the learning support assistants’ timetables of every school they are involved
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with, and if you can show some flexibility on this, the visit will be far more
worthwhile.
The support service worker will almost certainly want to talk to you. They

are usually happy to talk through break time, lunchtime, or before or after
school, depending on when the visit is scheduled – are you happy to give up
this time to chat? If not (and maybe it is not reasonable to ask a teacher to talk
through their lunch break), then be clear about this. If it is a first visit, maybe
you can ask the senior management team if you can be released during lesson
time to talk to the support service worker. This request may seem daunting,
but you will gain more from 30 minutes of uninterrupted talk time with the
support service worker than from numerous visits when you try to talk while
also teaching.
The support service worker may be asking you to make changes to the way

you teach or plan, and while it is not fair to ask you to make major changes
overnight, do expect to have to make some adjustments. This may be as simple
as where the child is seated, or may involve more long-term changes such as
making your teaching more visual. See it as part of ongoing development that
may help all the children in your class, rather than criticism. After all, you
have asked for help and advice for the child, and it is bound to mean a change
somewhere. Don’t be frightened by the change – the support service worker
should support you with it, should be realistic in what they ask you to change,
and should be making at least one follow-up visit to see how things are going.
It is not reasonable to ask you to spend hours making new resources, but a
visit by a support service worker will almost certainly involve some extra
work. However, the child will remain your responsibility. The support service
worker is not there to wave a magic wand – and remember that inclusion is
about removing barriers, not ‘fixing’ the child.

What can you expect of the support service worker?

Time

The support service worker should make time to talk to you during their visit.
If that is not possible due to your teaching commitments, then you should
both be clear as to how they will feed back to you – will it be a written
report, a phone call, or will they have had a discussion with the SENCO or
learning support assistant who will then feed back to you? You should never
be left wondering about what they did or found out when they were in your
classroom.

Support and advice

It is important that the advice and suggestions are appropriate and useful, but
equally they are not necessarily strategies that will work overnight. You will
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need to make a real commitment to trying the strategy before you can say that
it is not useful, and remember to expect the strategy to be focused on removing
barriers. However, if it genuinely does not work then you should certainly
expect the support service worker to be willing to make further suggestions.

Respect and realism

The support service worker should treat you with respect and be realistic
about all the other responsibilities that you have. They should build on what is
already known about the child, and should not dismiss what you tell them. If
the support service worker wants to carry out further assessments, what will
they tell you about the child that you don’t already know? It is not good
enough for a support service worker to carry out an assessment just because it
is a routine procedure for their service.

To be listened to

You are the child’s teacher and you will have spent more time with the child
than the support service worker. You will know the child better than they do, and
what you have to say is very important. Also, don’t be afraid to be honest
about how you are feeling. Inclusion is complex and the support service worker
is there to support you, as an individual, and answer your questions. Remember
that mutual respect and honesty are needed to form a successful partnership.

Summary

Local authority support services have changed considerably during the past 20
years, and in some areas may now find themselves competing with other
services. They are also operating in a climate of accountability and must find
ways to justify the need for expertise and specialist advice for children with
SEN in diverse and inclusive classrooms. In the future, their success may
depend on whether they align themselves with medical or social models of
disability, but it will also depend on formulating mutual expectations with
teachers about the roles and responsibilities of both support service workers
and teachers. As a newly qualified teacher, it is an ideal time to discuss and
explore mutual expectations with your support service worker, and indeed
with professionals from other areas of education and other agencies, so that
your partnership is built on strong and clear foundations.

Reflection on values and practice

� Are you expecting advice based on a social or medical model of disability?
What difference does this make to teaching and learning in diverse and
inclusive classrooms?
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� Do you understand the ‘graduated approach’ in the Special Educational Needs
Code of Practice (DfES 2001) and the implications it has for teaching and
learning?

� Do we really need ‘experts’, and if so, what is their role in diverse and
inclusive classrooms?

Additional resource

Gray, P. (2002) ‘Custodian of entitlement or agents of dependence? SEN support services
in English LEAs in the context of greater delegation of funding to schools’, Support for
Learning 17(1): 5–8.
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Chapter 14

Disability, human rights and
inclusive education, and why
inclusive education is the only
educational philosophy and practice
that makes sense in today’s world

Richard Rieser

“From now on the new paradigm of inclusive education must mark the institution of
education, understanding that the traditional education system, as it was conceived
and designed, is not only opposed to diversity, but also works against the rights and
interests of populations historically excluded.”

(Muñoz 2007: UN Special Rapporteur on the Right to Education)

Introduction

This chapter examines some of the main issues you will face in thinking
about the values and practices that underpin inclusive education from a global
perspective. This is not an academic, but a practical concern, as in every
mainstream school and class there are a diversity of pupils, including those
from different social classes, cultures and ethnic backgrounds, and with diff-
erent impairments. A firm understanding of the issues involved in responding
to, and celebrating, difference will help you develop effective inclusive
teaching.
‘Inclusive education’ has become a bit of a buzzword, but many who use it,

and many who oppose it, do not understand what it requires, and that it
involves a process of structural change throughout the education system.
Inclusive education requires the transformation of what has been common
practice in schools and colleges, to ensure all learners can be successful in
achieving their social and academic potential. Historical inequalities exist and
have existed throughout human history. A human rights perspective, which
has gained support in the years since the UN Declaration of Human Rights
(1948), demands that the world move forward to embrace a collaborative
future where people and our environments are placed before profits. All
are born into humankind, so all have a right to grow up and receive their
education together. Breaking down the barriers that prevent this is an important
part of human progress and the development of a sustainable future.



 

The international context

The UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD;
United Nations 2006), which the UK has ratified, requires us to develop
new thinking about disabled pupils. It demands moving away from a special
educational needs deficit view to an empowering rights-based view, which is,

An evolving concept [ … ] that disability results from the interaction of
persons with impairments and attitudinal and environmental barriers that
hinder their full and effective participation in society on an equal basis
with others.

(United Nations 2006: Article 1)

Countries ratifying the Convention must address disabling barriers such as
lack of accessible transport and buildings, rigid grade-related curriculum and
assessment fixed by national government, teachers untrained in inclusive ped-
agogies, attitudes based on identifying what people cannot normally do, lack of
social acceptance and opportunity for employment, and denial of human rights.
In 1994, 92 countries and 20 NGOs came together under the auspices of

UNESCO in Salamanca, Spain and adopted the Salamanca Statement, which
gave the world community a clear steer towards a more inclusive education
system.

� Education systems should be designed and educational programmes imple-
mented to take into account the wide diversity of these characteristics and
needs.

� Those with special educational needs must have access to regular schools
which should accommodate them within a child centered pedagogy capable
of meeting these needs.

� Regular schools with this inclusive orientation are the most effective means
of combating discriminatory attitudes, creating welcoming communities,
building an inclusive society and achieving education for all; moreover,
they provide an effective education to the majority of children, and
improve the efficiency and ultimately the cost-effectiveness of the entire
education system (UNESCO 1994).

However, most of its suggestions amounted to little more than integration
of disabled children into mainstream schools, as it did not address structural
change. Perhaps this has been one of the conceptual barriers to developing a
fully inclusive system.
This certainly was one of the key themes at the recent Global Conference

on Inclusive Education: ‘Confronting the Gap: Rights, Rhetoric, Reality?’
(Inclusion International 2009). The 2009 Salamanca Conference adopted a
resolution that clearly sees inclusion as a process of transforming existing
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education systems by giving support to all pupils to achieve their potential and
the removal of barriers. It stated:

We understand inclusive education to be a process where mainstream
schools and early years settings are transformed so that all children/students
are supported to meet their academic and social potential and involves
removing barriers in environment, attitudes, communication, curriculum,
teaching, socialisation and assessment at all levels.

This definition of inclusive education is in line with a wider definition adopted
by UNESCO (1994), which sees inclusive education as a

… process of addressing and responding to diversity of needs of all learners
through increasing participation in learning, cultures and communities,
and reducing exclusion within and from education. It involves changes
and modifications in content, approaches, structures and strategies, with a
common vision which covers all children of appropriate age range and a
conviction that it is the responsibility of the regular system to educate all
children.

This definition is very wide and applies to all groups excluded from education.
The thinking about disability outlined above can be specifically applied to
education of disabled children.

From medical model to social model – implications for
education provision and teaching

In the UK we have moved some way towards inclusive education, but
‘medical model’ attitudes still lie behind government thinking. This thinking
identifies children with different impairments as having varying educational
needs, and then provides a range of provision to meet those needs. In some
local authorities, parents can choose mainstream schooling for their children
who have significant impairments. However, it is assumed that those labelled
as having ‘profound or complex needs’ will attend special schools, and many
professionals encourage this view. This is classic ‘medical model’ thinking,
where children’s needs are identified by their special educational needs assess-
ment based on what they ‘can’t do’ and different levels of provision are made
for them. The medical model sees the problem in the person and their
impairment, rather than in the system and its need for restructuring (Mason
and Rieser 1994).
In a recent book on Implementing Inclusive Education throughout the Com-

monwealth (Rieser 2008), I put some key ways of thinking about disability
together with related forms of education, as in Table 14.1:
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 For the vast majority of disabled pupils, their ‘needs are met’ in mainstream
education under School Action/School Action Plus. However, where chil-
dren receive a statutory assessment leading to a Statement of Special Educa-
tional Needs, parents can express a preference for where they want their child
educated, and a large minority still want segregated education in special
schools (44.4% of 228,900; DCSF 2009a). In some local authorities there is
more capacity and support for inclusive education than in others, and a much
wider range of disabled children is successfully included. Schools in these
authorities demonstrate that where there is a strong inclusive ethos and a
willingness to address barriers and find solutions, all children benefit socially
and academically.
In a study I carried out for the Department for Education and Skills in the

UK to identify best practice in making reasonable adjustments for disabled
pupils, we visited 40 mainstream schools and filmed and observed much good

Table 14.1 Types of thinking about disabled people and forms of education

Thinking/
model Characteristics Form of education

Traditional Disabled person a shame on family,
guilt, ignorance. Disabled person
seen as of no value.

Excluded from education
altogether.

Medical 1 Focus on what disabled person
cannot do. Attempt to normalize
or, if they cannot fit into things as
they are, keep them separate.

Segregation
Institutions/hospitals.
Special schools (with ‘expert’ special
educators).

Medical 2 Person can be supported by
minor adjustment and support, to
function normally and minimize
their impairment. Continuum of
provision based on severity and
type of impairment.

Integration in mainstream:
� at same location but in separate
class/units
� socially in some activities, e.g.
meals, assembly or art
� in the class with support, but
teaching and learning remain the
same.
What you cannot do determines
which form of education you
receive.

Social Barriers identified – solutions
found to minimize them.
Barriers of attitude,
environment and organization are
seen as what disables, and are
removed to maximize potential
of all. Disabled person welcomed.
Relations are intentionally built.
Disabled person achieves their
potential. Person-centred approach.

Inclusive – schools where all are
welcomed, and staff, parents and
pupils value diversity. Support is
provided so all can be successful
academically and socially. This
requires reorganizing teaching,
learning and assessment. Peer
support is encouraged.
Focus on what you can do.

Source: Commonwealth Secretariat 2008.
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inclusive practice. We carried out more than 300 interviews with headteachers,
SENCOs, teachers, parents and pupils. They identified the following factors as
important in the development of their good inclusive practice (DfES 2006):

� vision and values based on an inclusive ethos
� a ‘can do’ attitude from all staff
� a proactive approach to identifying barriers and finding practical solutions
� strong collaborative relationships with pupils and parents
� a meaningful voice for pupils
� a positive approach to managing behaviour
� strong leadership by special educational needs coordinators or management

and governors
� effective staff training and development
� the use of expertise from outside the school
� building disability into resourcing arrangements
� a sensitive approach to meeting the impairment-specific needs of pupils
� regular critical review and evaluation
� the availability of role models and positive images of disability.

Despite these findings, there are many detractors of inclusive education. A
quick examination of the development of special education will help illumi-
nate some of the reasons.

Policy making in a historical context

Disabled people were traditionally invested with meanings from different cul-
tures that saw us as evil, penitent sinners, objects of charity, holy, incapable,
and figures of fun or unworthy of life. From the Enlightenment onwards, we
became subject to fledgling medical science, so if we did not conform to
thinking about ‘normal’ development of body and mind, we had to be reha-
bilitated or ‘made normal’, and if this was not possible, then locked away from
society. This process was extended by the false science of eugenics, wishing to
breed superior human beings. This held sway from the 1880s to 1950s and
led to the sterilization, incarceration or death of millions of disabled people
throughout Europe and North America. Psychological testing was often used
to justify these practices with dubious psychometric procedures (Rieser 2000a).
Mass primary education was introduced in England in the 1870s. Disabled

children, apart from blind and deaf children, who in the late nineteenth century
acquired a right to education, were deemed ineducable. Up until the Second
World War, a series of measures were introduced that allowed selected groups
of disabled children to receive education, usually in separate settings designated
for particular categories of impairment and isolated from their non-disabled
peers. These settings had a strong rehabilitative and medical emphasis, and
were underpinned by highly medicalized and impairment-led perceptions of
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disabled children and young people, as illustrated by the labels used to describe
them (‘physically handicapped’, ‘mildly educationally subnormal’).
The Warnock Inquiry (Warnock Committee 1978) recommended that

children should no longer be categorized by their impairments (or ‘handicaps’),
but by their special educational needs and that, wherever possible, disabled
children should be integrated into mainstream or ordinary schools. However,
Warnock had no conception of inclusion, rather, ‘integration’ was to be
locational (on the same campus in different institutions), social (mixing for
assemblies, lunch, play), or functional (in the same class with some support,
but with the overall approaches to teaching and learning remaining unchanged).
This Inquiry led to the 1981 Education Act, which allowed for the ‘integra-
tion’ of disabled children in ordinary schools, unless they fell under one of
three caveats: if it was deemed that their needs could not be accommodated; if
their ‘special educational needs’ would interfere with the education of other
children; or if the costs involved were considered an inefficient use of resources.
In practice, as there was no new funding put in place to support this policy,

this meant a slow increase in the proportion of the education budget in each
local authority going towards supporting disabled pupils, usually by the
employment of unqualified teaching assistants, as specified through the newly
introduced Statements of Special Educational Needs. Some local authorities,
such as Newham and Barnsley, took the 1981 Act at face value and started
dismantling special schools and setting up resourced schools and experienced
teams of support teachers. In more rural areas, such as Cumbria, Cornwall,
North Yorkshire and Norfolk, a higher proportion of disabled children were
already attending their local schools in a process of piecemeal integration.
However, for the majority of local authorities it was business as usual, and
increasingly the caveats were used, often against the wishes of pupil and
parent, to assess disabled children as needing special schooling. There were many
arguments, and so a later Education Act (1993) introduced an independent
Special Educational Needs Tribunal and a much more codified process of
assessment and placement, with a statutory Code of Practice (DfES 2001;
Rieser 2000b).
In 1997, New Labour came to power with a stated commitment to human

rights for disabled people, as exemplified in both the Green Paper ‘Excellence
for All Children’ (DfEE 1997), which appeared to offer support for ‘inclusion’,
and in the 2001 Special Educational Needs and Disability Act, passed after
some strong lobbying from disabled people and parents. This removed two of
the caveats, leaving only ‘interfering in the efficient education of other chil-
dren’, and gave parents a right to choose either mainstream or special schools
for their disabled child’s education. The 2001 Act also set up a new duty for
all schools not to treat disabled pupils ‘less favorably’ than other pupils and to
make ‘reasonable adjustments’ in admissions, education, associated services and
exclusions. The special educational needs assessment and statementing system
was left intact to provide the resources, and the school environment had to be
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made gradually more accessible under the Schools’ Access Planning Duty. A
similar duty was placed on all post-school provision, meaning that all education
settings had to meet learners’ needs and remove physical barriers to participa-
tion as part of making reasonable adjustments. However, increasing reliance
on market principles in the design and culture of education systems and
notions of ‘choice’ have undercut New Labour’s stated intentions on inclusive
education (Dyson 2005).

Recent policy developments and
the international context

Between 2003 and 2006, there was a backlash against the presumption of
inclusion as a desirable and achievable goal. Baroness Warnock (2005) decided
she had changed her mind and the then opposition, particularly David Cameron,
argued for a moratorium on special school closure. This shift appears to have
been motivated by two groups: firstly, some parents who felt their children
were not getting the support they needed; and secondly, special school head-
teachers fighting to maintain the position of special schools. This led the
government to build a new generation of special schools and to talk of a
‘continuum of need to be met in a continuum of provision’. This missed the
point that inclusive schools need to be resourced, and staff trained, to meet the
diverse needs of all. Not ‘one size fits all’, as inclusion has been parodied, but
‘all sizes fit in here’ (Barton 2005; Disability Equality in Education 2005).
More recently, the UK Government has been putting forward the view

that one can have ‘inclusion’ in special schools. The Tory Party is committed
to challenging ‘ideological inclusion’, building more special schools and
introducing ‘choice’ with vouchers which will further undermine inclusive
education (Conservative Party 2010).
The Coalition Government has adopted as a reversal of policy ‘the bias

towards inclusive education’. The unseemly rush to push through the Acade-
mies Bill in the first session of the new Coalition Government, which
demonstrated no understanding of the need for Special Education Needs
provision in ordinary schools, is perhaps a sign of how the new Government
intends to reverse the so called bias to inclusive education. Another con-
sequence of such legislation will be to destabilise the role of Local Authorities
and their ability to support disabled pupils. One might ask: what about 200
years of ‘ideological’ segregation?
The UNCRPD (2006) is the first human rights treaty of the new millennium,

and extends to disabled people the human rights proclaimed for all in the
1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Disabled people were not
specifically left out of this declaration. They were not mentioned, so it was
not seen that human rights should apply to disabled people. This was not
malign in the main, but based on traditional and medical model thinking. In
short, we were seen as exceptions, as less than human.
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The ambiguity of the UK New Labour Government’s position on inclusive
education is demonstrated by the fact that it was the only country in the world
to register a reservation and an interpretive declaration against inclusive educa-
tion Article 24 of the UNCRPD, when they ratified in June 2009. Article 24
requires state parties to ensure:

all disabled children and young people can fully participate in the state edu-
cation system and that this should be an ‘inclusive education system at all levels’

the development by persons with disabilities of their personality, talents and
creativity, as well as their mental and physical abilities, to their fullest
potential

this right is to be delivered in local schools within an inclusive primary and
secondary education system, from which disabled people should not be
excluded

reasonable accommodations should be provided for individual requirements
and support provided in individualised programmes to facilitate their effec-
tive social and academic education.

(summarized from United Nations 2006)

The UK New Labour Government’s reservation in relation to Article 24 reads:

The United Kingdom Government is committed to continuing to
develop an inclusive system where parents of disabled children have
increasing access to mainstream schools and staff, which have the capacity
to meet the needs of disabled children.

The General Education System in the United Kingdom includes
mainstream and special schools, which the UK Government understands
is allowed under the Convention.

The United Kingdom reserves the right for disabled children to be
educated outside their local community where more appropriate educa-
tion provision is available elsewhere. Nevertheless, parents of disabled
children have the same opportunity as other parents to state a preference
for the school at which they wish their child to be educated.

(www.un.org/disabilities/default.asp?id=475)

However, more recently the Lamb Report (DCSF 2009b) has made some
recommendations, accepted by the then government, to improve the position
of disabled children in English schools, support inclusion and develop parental
confidence. The Coalition Government are to hold as SEN Review and we
do not yet know if they will accept the Lamb Report.
Current contradictions are demonstrated by the global campaign Education

for All. World leaders committed themselves to Millennium Development
Goals in 1990, including Goal 2: ‘that all children should complete primary
education by 2000’. At the World Education Forum in Dakar in 2000, this
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was revised to be achieved by 2015. These Statements have been backed by
major initiatives from the World Bank, such as the Fast Track Initiative, and
have led to many poor countries offering free primary education, with a big
increase in those attending school, especially among girls. Yet disabled children
have barely been mentioned.
This gap led to the setting up of the UNESCO ‘Flagship’ Education for All

in 2001, which partly took on including disabled children, especially through
UNESCO’s work. The World Vision (2007) report Education’s Missing Millions
drew attention to the large numbers of disabled children not in education.
This is estimated to be between 25 and 40 million out of the 75 million children
estimated by the Global Monitoring Report (2009) not to be in education.
Disabled children are often not enumerated or registered in many parts of

the world. UNESCO estimates that 10% of the world’s population is disabled,
but in developing countries they are more likely to identify 1–3%. The One
Goal Campaign has been organized around World Cup 2010 in South Africa,
with the aim of implementing Millennium Goal 2 (www.join1goal.org/en/
about-us). This provides a great opportunity to ensure disabled children are
included in these initiatives. Since adoption of the UNCRPD in 2006, the
various international agencies are now taking the education of disabled children
much more seriously.
In 2007/08 I examined a wide range of examples of inclusive education

across the 53 Commonwealth countries (Rieser 2008). Most examples were
more to do with placement of disabled pupils in mainstream schools (that is,
integration), but there were some examples of teachers and schools restructuring
to accommodate disabled pupils. From these, the following criteria at national,
regional, district and school levels were drawn up.

What needs to be done to ensure all children are included
successfully in school?

Requirements at national level:

� a flexible national curriculum with the means of making the curriculum
accessible to all

� assessment systems that are made flexible and meaningful to include all
learners

� active encouragement to disabled pupils and their parents to enrol in their
local school

� sufficient school places and adequate numbers of support staff and specialist
teachers, including those with expertise in visual, hearing, physical, com-
munication, learning or behavioural impairments

� all teachers trained in inclusive teaching and learning
� sufficient specialist teachers for the development of a pupil-centred pedagogy

where all can progress at their optimum pace
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� sufficient capital for school building and modification
� reduction of class sizes
� media and public awareness campaigns to establish rights-based approaches

to disability and inclusive education
� mobilisation of communities to build new schools or adapt existing

environments
� sufficient specialist teachers for those with visual hearing, physical, commu-

nication, learning or behavioural impairments working with a range of
schools.

Requirements at regional/district levels:
� strengthening of effective links between education, health and social ser-

vices so that they work collaboratively on a joint inclusion strategy
� development of links between schools and local authorities with the support

of disabled advisors
� support for ongoing inclusion training for teachers, parents and community

leaders
� development of centres with equipment and expertise on techniques that

support inclusive education (sign, Braille, augmented and alternative
communication)

� ensure all disabled children identified are able to enroll in their local schools
� draw on the knowledge and experience of members of the local community

who can support the cultural and experiential interests of pupils
� regular training on inclusive teaching and learning for teachers and for

parents and community leaders on inclusive education
� support to help parents of disabled children empower their children
� sharing of best practice in the region.

Requirements at school level:
� sufficient staff and volunteers in place to provide support for disabled children,

and teachers who are trained and support each other in planning and
developing inclusive practice

� all staff understand and know what is required of them to include all learners,
including disabled children

� curricula and pedagogies accessible to all, with a range of learning situations,
styles and paces

� inclusion is audited regularly and barriers tackled systematically
� school environment and activities are accessible, and information is available

in alternative forms as required (Braille, audio, pictures, signing)
� create a school that welcomes difference, and in which pupils support each

other – collaboration rather than competition should be the ethos
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� assessment is continuous and flexible, and is used formatively to assess what
children have learnt

� the school is the hub of the community and encourages the involvement of
all its members, regardless of difference.

Given that parents, disabled people, teachers and academics have been
demonstrating the efficacy of inclusive education for more than 20 years, one
may be tempted to ask why such fundamentally good educational practice as is
contained in the paragraphs above is taking so long to be adopted and gen-
eralized throughout the education systems of the world. Many arguments have
been put forward by the detractors of inclusive education, but these are all easily
answered by the evidence and principles demonstrated by the Centre for Studies
on Inclusive Education’s Inclusion Charter under three key headings: ‘human
rights’, ‘good education’ and ‘social sense’, as follows (CSIE 2002/1989).

Human rights

Inclusive education is a human right, it’s good education and it makes good
social sense.

1. All children have the right to learn together.
2. Children should not be devalued or discriminated against by being excluded

because of their disability or learning difficulty.
3. Disabled adults, describing themselves as special school survivors, are

demanding an end to segregation – Article 24 of the UN Convention on
the Rights of Persons with Disabilities was drawn up by disabled people
from around the world.

4. There are no legitimate reasons to separate children for their education.
5. Children belong together – with advantages and benefits for everyone.

They do not need to be protected from each other.

Good education

6. Research shows children do better, academically and socially, in inclusive
settings.

7. There is no teaching or care in a segregated school which cannot take place
in an ordinary school.

8. Given commitment and support, inclusive education is a more efficient use
of educational resources.

Social sense

9. Segregation teaches children to be fearful, ignorant and breeds prejudice.
10. All children need an education that will help them develop relation-

ships and prepare them for life in the mainstream. Only inclusion
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has the potential to reduce fear and to build friendship, respect and
understanding.

Conclusion

We now have the human rights framework. We have the experience around
the world to know how to develop and build inclusive education. We have
exemplars of how to make inclusive education work. We have the World
Bank Fast Track Initiative for Education for All, putting disability centre stage.
Yet negative attitudes, fear, the inertia of existing education systems and pro-
fessionals seem to remain as the major reasons why inclusive education is not
developing.
For existing teachers and those entering the profession it is vital that they

understand that developing their practice to accommodate all learners, where
diversity is valued both in the curriculum and in methods of teaching and
learning, underpins a human rights approach, and that inclusive educational
practice is the best way of ensuring this.
Surely now is the right time for the development of an inclusive education

system that emphasizes collaboration rather than competition – collaboration
which involves all children, based on fundamental human values? Surely it is
high time to recognize that we are all interdependent, and that a shared
understanding of human rights and a commitment to the good of all members
of society is crucial to the development of a more just and harmonious
society? There is no better place to start developing this understanding than
through the collaborative work of teachers, schools and communities.

Reflections on values and practice

� Examine the wording of Article 24 of the UNCRPD and then think of a
local authority you know and list the changes that would have to occur for
Article 24 to be fully implemented.

� A parent of a child who has a physical impairment and low vision wants
their child to attend their local mainstream school. Imagine you are a) the
headteacher and b) the class teacher. Describe how you will go about
finding out about the changes that may be needed. What might these
changes be, and how will you go about implementing them?

� You are in the role of an OFSTED Inspector, and you are inspecting a
school known to you. How would you assess the progress disabled children
make, how safe they are, and whether they have full equality?
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