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ABSTRACT

The Special Educational Needs and Disability (Northern Ireland) Order (2005) 

(SEN DO) which became operative on Ist September 2005 was the catalyst for this 

study. Set within the context of change, the purpose of the research was to investigate 

the implications for Special Educational Needs Co-ordinators (SENCOs) in Northern 

Ireland in implementing SENDO.

Quantitative and qualitative data were obtained using a mixed method approach; a 

questionnaire, which was constructed and forwarded to SENCOs throughout Northern 

Ireland, revealed a number of themes which were further explored through semi 

structured interviews with groups of SENCOs.

The findings, which were representative of the overall situation in Northern Ireland, 

revealed that while SENCOs are generally positive about the principles of SENDO, 

there are differing approaches to inclusion throughout schools in Northern Ireland. 

Whilst there has been a shift from the traditional role as a ‘special needs’ teacher to a 

co-ordinating role, it would appear that a number of SENCOs are not totally ready to 

fully embrace the new legislation.

The main implications for SENCOs include lack of status, with only a small number on 

senior management teams, insufficient resources, especially classroom assistants and a 

lack of time to effectively manage very demanding workloads. In addition a lack of 

qualifications, training and support within the area of special education, especially 

managing challenging behaviour and dealing with medical issues, were highlighted as 

major implications.

The study concluded with a number of recommendations for schools, Education and 

Library Boards and the Department of Education to consider in order to support 

SENCOs with the successful implementation of SENDO.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

1.1 The Development of Policy towards Inclusion

On September 1st 2005 the Special Educational Needs and Disability (Northern Ireland) 

Order (2005) (SENDO) became operative, formally committing the Department of 

Education (DE) for Northern Ireland to a more inclusive education system in Northern 

Ireland: SENDO places a statutory requirement upon Education and Library Boards 

(ELBs) and schools to establish and apply procedures to further develop more inclusive 

practice and adds legal status to the Department of Education’s Strategic Framework.

Prior to SENDO the Department of Education in Northern Ireland had already placed an 

emphasis on the creation of an education structure in which diversity and inclusion are 

valued: “...in our schools, colleges, universities and Government departments we need 

an educational system that values diversity and we need a system that is sufficiently 

flexible to allow students to develop their full potential whatever their circumstances...” 

(Minister Angela Smith, 8lh June, 2005). According to Chief Inspector Marion Matchett 

(2005), “there is much good practice in mainstream schools in the provision made for 

young people with statements of special educational needs, and for those who require 

additional help with learning” (DE 2005). She also alluded to the challenges of SENDO 

as being a further expansion of the good practice already developed within many 

schools:
Catering effectively for individual difference continues to be one of the most 
demanding issues facing teachers and trainers. My colleagues report that, 
while there is much effective teaching in our schools, colleges and training 
organisations, more should be done to meet the requirements of individual 
learners, and to respond, more systematically, to those who need further help 
or challenge (DE, 2005, p3).

The development and implementation of policy on inclusion is already well advanced 

throughout the United Kingdom, including Northern Ireland: not a new phenomenon, 

but rather, according to the changes in policy and provision, a trend which has been 

evolving since the early 20th century. There is already evidence of inclusion in Northern



Ireland with approximately 60% (DE, 2005, p50) of pupils with statements of special 

educational needs (detailing the type and nature of extra provision which they should 

receive to support their learning) already in mainstream education, either mainstream 

schools or units attached to mainstream schools. Now with the new legislation SENDO, 

there is the potential to advance the inclusion agenda even further, and this will 

undoubtedly bring about implications and future challenges for all those involved in the 

services for children with special educational needs (SEN) or disability.

According to Lindsay (2003, p3) “Inclusion is...a complex and contested concept and 

its manifestations in practice are many and varied”, however the present social and 

political climate favours positive discrimination and collaborative learning experiences 

so that young people with SEN can be included in society. Mittler (2000, p2) argues 

“the aim of inclusion is now at the heart of both education and social policy”, and 

according to Lindsay (2003, p3) “Inclusive education is now firmly established as the 

main policy imperative with respect to children who have special educational needs 

(SEN) or disabilities” .

Changes in the practice of inclusive education have been more noticeable throughout 

the United Kingdom, during the last 27 years, since Baroness Warnock reported to the 

Government on the findings of an official enquiry into special education. According to 

Lindsay and Thompson (1997, ppl 5 -  17) The Warnock Report, which was published 

by the Department for Education and Science (DES, 1978) proposed the abolition of 

educational categories such as “maladjusted” or “sub-normal”, established in the 

Education Act (1944), and introduced the idea of children’s rights, parents as partners, a 

continuum of disability and needs, assessment and analysis and needs-led provision. 

While the Warnock Committee’s key ideas or values cannot necessarily be linked to 

inclusive education, Lindsay and Thompson (1997) reflect a value position that there is 

“a need to accord all children with SEN the same rights as other children and to develop 

each child to the full” (p i7). Whilst this value position has been evident in legislative 

changes throughout the 20th century, it has been very apparent in key pieces of 

legislation throughout the United kingdom (UK), including Northern Ireland (NI): the 

Education Act (1981) supported the value of addressing the needs of children with SEN,
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and the Children Act (1989) and the Children (Northern Ireland) order (1995), 

reinforced the paramouncy of the welfare of the child.

Inclusive values continued to be highly influential in more recent legislation throughout 

the nineties: the Education (Northern Ireland) Order (1996), the Special Educational 

Needs (SEN) Green Paper, Excellence for All Children (DfEE, 1997) and the Code of 

Practice on the Identification and Assessment of Special Educational Needs (1998), also 

promoted the principles that appear to be a continuum of Warnock’s values: 

establishing procedures for early identification and assessment of children with SEN, 

determining appropriate educational provision and resources, and providing 

opportunities for improved partnerships between parents, schools and other agencies.

Since the turn of the century, these principles have been re-stated and strengthened and 

the inclusion agenda has progressed even further. In England and Wales the Special 

Educational Needs and Disability Act (SENDA, 2001) prohibits discrimination against 

disabled people in all public places including education services and the SEN strategy 

document, Removing Barriers to Achievement (DfES, 2004) addresses the importance 

of early intervention, removing barrier^ to learning, raising expectations and 

achievement and delivering improvements in partnerships. More recently in Northern 

Ireland SENDO strengthens the rights of children to be educated in mainstream schools 

and introduces disability discrimination legislation.

SENDO in Northern Ireland follows the trends in legislation within the UK; the main 

argument driving the inclusion debate appears to be centred on human rights, with the 

Government aligning policy with the international movement. According to Florian 

(1998), inclusive education has been a topic of educational interest throughout the world 

where “standards of several United Nations policies affirm the right of all children to 

equal education without discrimination within the mainstream education system” 

(pi05). The idea of equal education without discrimination within mainstream 

education was also raised by Thomas (1997) who envisioned that “inclusion will 

certainly happen increasingly over the first part of the new century. The 

desegregationist and anti-discriminatory political environment is now international and
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ii seems impossible that its direction will be reversed” (p i06). The introduction of 

SENDO could therefore be viewed in two ways: predictable legislation as indicated by 

Thomas (1997) or according to Corbett and Slee (2000, p i34) ‘‘an unabashed 

announcement, a public and political declaration and celebration of difference” starting 

from the context of policy and recognizing how values and practices have changed. 

Fullan (1993) argues “Policymakers have obligation to set policy” but “what really 

matters for complex goals of change are skills, creative thinking and committed action” 

(p22) therefore, no matter which way the new legislation in Northern Ireland is 

interpreted, there is now a ‘top down' policy needing to be developed, and a need for 

‘bottom up’ support to change practice in managing children with SEN or disability.

The researcher of this study has always had a strong interest in the whole area of special 

educational needs: first as a former teacher, then as a Special Educational Needs Co

ordinator (SENCO) responsible for co-ordinating the provision for children with SEN in 

a mainstream school and now as Adviser for Special Education within an Educational 

and Library Board (ELB) in Northern Ireland. The researcher is currently involved in a 

professional capacity in giving advice and support to Special Educational Needs Co

ordinators (SENCOs) in all areas related td SEN, therefore, it was within the overall 

context of the policy development with regard to the provision for children with SEN 

and disability, that the researcher began to think about the key changes, challenges and 

critical steps, especially for Special Educational Needs Co-ordinators (SENCOs), in 

implementing SENDO in Northern Ireland.

The starting point for this dissertation is therefore set within the context of change: 

having an awareness of the past and current position regarding the provision for 

children with SEN, developing an understanding of the desired position as stipulated in 

SENDO and investigating the implications in what needs to be done to implement and 

support a Government driven policy.
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The dissertation is therefore structured in the following manner:

Chapter 2 examines the historical background of special educational needs and 

disability and highlights key areas of change within the development of policy and 

legislation from segregation to inclusion for special educational needs provision. It also 

considers the key aspects of the new legislation SENDO.

Chapter 3 focuses on the literature review: developing an understanding of inclusion 

and inclusive practice and debating some of the trends, issues and dilemmas around the 

concept of inclusion. It also considers the potential implications for the changing role 

of the SENCO now and in the future set within the theoretical framework of change.

Chapter 4 outlines the design and methodology for the research including the rationale 

for research methods:

• Following an in-depth study of the relevant literature around inclusion a 

questionnaire was constructed to obtain the views of SENCOs across Northern 

Ireland.

• From the results of the questionnaire, a number of themes emerged which were 

further explored through a number of semi structured group interviews to obtain 

more in-depth qualitative data.

Chapter 5 reports and analyses the results and discusses the emerging issues and 

implications in implementing SENDO:

• Quantitative results including analysis and discussion of the questionnaire.

• Qualitative outcomes of the semi structured group interviews.

Chapter 6 provides the conclusion to the research. It also discusses the limitations of 

the study, includes recommendations for the future and suggests ideas for further 

research.
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CHAPTER 2

SEGREGATION TO INCLUSION 

(Historical Developments)

2.1 Introduction

As discussed in chapter 1, there has been a recent significant focus on educational 

change in Northern Ireland; the Department of Education has been formally committed 

to an inclusive education system for Northern Ireland through the introduction of 

SENDO. Reference was also made to the fact that inclusion is not a simple concept; 

rather a complex, contested and challenging topic of educational interest, which has 

highlighted values and beliefs within the field of education since the early 20lh century.

In order to understand the present and the future, it is important to have a good 

understanding of the historical and cultural perspective of the past. To enable a more 

meaningful understanding of SENDO as a new policy in Northern Ireland, it is therefore 

important to understand that new policies and developments emerge from past events 

and practices;
National policy making is inevitably a process of bricolage: a matter of 
borrowing and copying bits and pieces of ideas from elsewhere, drawing 
upon and amending locally tried and tested approaches, cannibalising 
theories, research, trends and fashions and not frequently flailing around for 
anything at all that looks as though it might work. Most policies are 
ramshackle, tinkered with, nuanced and inflected through complex process 
of influence, text production, dissemination and, ultimately, re-creation in 
contexts of practice (Ball, 1998. pi 26).

Premised on Ball’s (1998) argument and within the context of the framework of change, 

this chapter ‘Segregation to Inclusion’ will examine the historical background of SEN 

and disability and will highlight key areas of change within the development of policy 

and legislation in England and Wales and Northern Ireland.

Throughout the history of SEN, there have been significant changes in educational 

values and practices, which have influenced the legislative process and the
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implementation of numerous policies. This has led to ongoing change from segregation 

to inclusion for SEN provision from Victorian times to present day.

According to Lundy (1998)

Education law reform in Northern Ireland usually begins at the point where 
the legislative process for England and Wales ends. Once an education Act 
is enacted at Westminster, the policy process appears to kick start across the 
Irish sea with the Department of Education for Northern Ireland (DENI) 
formulating similar proposals for Northern Ireland (p63).

The next section of this dissertation will therefore provide a chronological overview of 

the historical background of SEN, outlining the key changes in policy and practice in 

Northern Ireland and how these have been influenced by the legislation in England and 

Wales.

2.2 The Historical Development of Special Educational Needs Provision

During the Victorian era a special educational need was seen as “an individual problem” 

(Oliver, 1988, pi). Even though the 1870,1876 and 1880 Education Acts introduced 

and enforced compulsory school attendance for all four to fourteen year olds, 

‘handicapped’ children, as they were known as then, were educated separately. They 

were referred to as “maladjusted...idiot...imbecile or fatuous” (Cooper, 1995, p 15) and 

according to Ainscow (1993), society was responsible for “placing a category label 

around a child’s neck” (p5), specifying these problems as “maladjustment or 

educational subnormality” (Norwich, 1990, p39). Oliver (1988) suggests that categories 

of special needs and children with learning difficulties were “socially constructed” (p8) 

with Cooper (1995) contending “the difficulty will often depend on the perspective of 

the observer” (pi).

Historically, there was a tendency to accept the “medical model” where the problem 

was “within child” (Lindsay, 2003, p5) and nothing to do with environmental factors. 

Lindsay and Thompson (1997, pp5-15), however, discuss how the general trend has 

changed in the last 30 years, with people now beginning to believe that problems related 

to special needs are “within environment”. Lindsay and Thompson (1997) argue that

7



botli the child and environmental factors need to be considered, contending that “the 

causes of all children’s difficulties in functioning are the result of an interaction of child 

and environmental factors” (pi0). They also argue that values and attitudes have 

changed towards acceptance of the “social model”, promoting a stronger focus on 

society to meet the needs of the child.

Children with special needs or disabilities were, however, in the early 1900s observed 

as being handicapped and fell into the medical model category. According to Lindsay 

and Thompson (1997) they were deemed as “incapable of being educated in school” 

(pi6) and therefore segregated from their peers. Lindsay and Thompson (1997) discuss 

how at that time, junior training centres, social care units, hospitals and private 

institutions, rather than educational establishments, made provision for their welfare.

Heward and Lloyd-Smith (1990) argue that changing attitudes towards inclusive 

education for special needs and disability is one of the most difficult issues within the 

inclusion agenda. More recently, Coles (2001) argues that the social model “has not yet 

been generally accepted” (p502). He discusses an article written by Shakespeare and 

Watson (1997), defending the social model;’which concluded that while their research 

found good practice in services for people with learning difficulties, it was not 

representative of the current situation. Shakespeare and Watson (1997) maintain that a 

wide range of disciplines still "view disability as a personal medical tragedy” (p294). It 

will be interesting therefore, to see if the outcomes from this study reflect these values 

and attitudes or whether current legislation in Northern Ireland has influenced the hearts 

and minds of those involved in working with children and young people with SEN or 

disability.

Despite the values and attitudes about the medical and social models within special 

education, knowledge about and provision for special education was changing by the 

early part of the 20th century. The Education Act (1920) introduced four categories of 

special needs -  blind, deaf, epileptic and defective identifying that “Early forms of 

special education were thus available to those with sensory deficits and mental 

deficiency” (Solity, 1992, p2). A few years later the 1928 Wood Committee (DES,
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1978, p32) stressed the unity of ordinary and special education, however, their policy 

recommendations did not move forward until after the Second World War. In some 

ways the Wood Committee (1928) contradicted the social model and further emphasised 

the medical model with the desire for adequate provision of special schools yet at the 

same time wanting to see as many children as possible retained in the normal stream of 

school life. In fact it could be argued that: “The perception of educational problems as 

individual reached their zenith with the categories introduced in the 1944 Education 

Act” (Oliver, 1988, p8).

2.2.1 The Education Act (1944)

The Education Act (1944) introduced, on one hand, one of the major changes in the 

development of policy towards inclusion. The Act legislated that statutory education at 

primary and secondary levels was to be provided for all children, including those with 

disabilities. However, the change was not that radical: the legislation still highlighted 

the medical model and segregation, legislating that those children who were severely 

mentally handicapped could be exempt from education. The Education Act (1944) also 

recommended residential institutions for certain categories of handicap. This era was 

once described by a 'Special Principal’ as the ‘country house period’ where children, 

categorised under the newly defined eleven categories of handicap “blind, partially 

sighted, deaf, partially deaf, delicate, diabetic, educationally subnormal, epileptic, 

maladjusted, physically handicapped and those with speech defects” (DES, 1978, p20), 

were educated separately from their peers. Many of these ‘country houses’ are still used 

as premises for special schools, reinforcing that even today the ‘social model’ has not 

yet been fully accepted within the education system.

Despite subsequent government circulars, there was very little movement towards 

integration until the mid 1970s, when the British Government was influenced by 

developments in other countries such as the United States of America and Sweden. 

Section 10 of the Education Act (1976) responded to those who lobbied for integration 

to become part of national policy and made it statutory for local authorities to educate 

handicapped children in mainstream schools “except where this was impracticable,
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incompatible with the efficient instruction in the schools or involved unreasonable 

public expenditure” (DES, 1978, p34). After the introduction of the Education Act 

(1976) came one of the most significant changes in history: the Warnock Report (DES, 

1978) which proposed the abolition of the categories originally established in the 

Education Act (1944).

2.2.2 The Warnock Report (DES, 1978)

In order to review the educational provision for children and young people handicapped 

by disabilities of body and mind, a committee led by Mary Warnock (now Baroness 

Warnock) and charged by Margaret Thatcher (Secretary of State for Education and 

Science) was set up to consider “a new system to replace the present statutory 

categorisation of handicapped pupils advancing a broader view of special educational 

provision as a basis for a new framework of special education” (DES, 1978, p36). The 

committee sought to reinforce the principles of the Education Act (1976); to ensure that 

all children had an opportunity to be educated in ordinary schools. Warnock (DES, 

1978) also wanted to develop a system to replace the 1944 Education Act’s categories 

of handicap with “a detailed description of special educational needs” (DES, 1978, 

p43).

Warnock (DES, 1978) claimed that about twenty percent of the population would at 

some time in their school career have a SEN which would require provision that was 

different from that needed by the majority of children of the same age. The committee 

also believed that two percent would need a statement of SEN. The committee was, 

however, adamant that the notion of two types of children -  the handicapped and the 

non-handicapped would be eliminated both in theory and practice.

In order to resolve this difficulty, the Warnock Report (DES, 1978) outlined a system 

which would present a “statement” of educational needs recommending:
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that there should be a system of recording as in need of special educational 
provision for those children who, on the basis of a detailed profile of their 
needs prepared by a multi-professional team, are judged by their local 
education authority to require special educational provision not generally 
available in ordinary schools” (DES, 1978, p45).

Clough and Corbett (2000) describe the Warnock Report as “evolutionary” (p4) in 

advancing values in education towards the social model, laying the foundations for the 

introduction of statements of SEN in England and Wales, and promoting inclusivity, 

where new opportunities would be available for the majority of children to be educated 

together.

Interestingly, Baroness Warnock (2005) has recently retracted her approach, admitting 

that the commission was wrong. She now states that including pupils with problems in 

mainstream schools causes “confusion of which children are the casualties” ( Warnock, 

2005, pi). In her heart, Baroness Warnock (2005) still believes in the values of 

inclusiveness, however, she now openly admits that the movement of pupils with SEN 

out of special schools in some Local Education Authorities (LEAs) in England was a 

disastrous legacy.

Baroness Warnock (2005) recently called for a radical review of SEN to be carried out 

by an independent committee of inquiry, arguing that despite the Government’s current 

thinking that inclusion is an ideal for society in general, it may not always be 

appropriate for schools. This is a debate which will be explored in more detail in the 

next chapter, which will focus on issues and dilemmas around inclusion, however, in 

the meantime and returning to the legislation and policy which followed the Warnock 

Report (DES, 1978), the revised concept formulated in the report was reflected in the 

legislation in the 1980s.

2.2.3 The Education Act (1981)

The Education Act (1981) was the legislative response to the Warnock Report (DES, 

1978), redefining handicapped pupils as those with SEN and according to Farrell (2001, 

p3) “still forms the basis of all special needs legislation especially on the identification



and assessment of pupils with SEN”. The Education Act (1981) advanced the inclusion 

agenda legislating that children with statements of SEN should, as far as possible, he 

educated in mainstream schools. The Education Act (1981) supported the value of 

addressing the needs of children, focused on procedures for identification and 

assessment of SEN and also officially introduced the concept of a statement.

The legislation, therefore, defined duties for local education authorities and school 

Governors. The right of parents, to be involved in the process, was also established and 

according to Cowne (2000), the attitudes of teachers changed as they started to 

recognize their responsibility. They needed to be able to identify which children were 

making slower progress than their peers and to consider what decisions they needed to 

make to provide something extra or different for pupils with SEN, to support their 

educational progress.

The Warnock Report (1978) and the Education Act (1981) accelerated the development 

of inclusion or integration as it was referred to at that time. Dessent (1988, pi 17) 

argues “all teachers are teachers of children with special educational needs” , and 

according to Lindsay (2003) the change in practice was “energised by professionals at 

the front line, street-level practitioners who not only implemented, but also formulated 

policy by their practice” (p5).

This era highlights a change from segregation to integration to inclusion and the 

definitions of each of the concepts. It is important to note that the terminology could be 

as Mittler (2000) describes “much more than a fashionable change in politically correct 

semantics” (plO). He discusses how integration involves pupils adapting to fit into 

schools without schools making any change to accommodate the diversity of pupils, 

whereas inclusion is based on a value system which welcomes diversity in terms of 

curriculum, assessment, pedagogy and grouping of pupils.

Towards the end of the 1980s came the Education Act (1988) and the Education Reform 

Order (Northern Ireland) (1989), both of which further advanced the thinking about 

inclusion, promoting participation of all pupils. The introduction of a new National
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Curriculum (1988) and the Northern Ireland Curriculum (1989) ensured that all pupils, 

including those with learning difficulties, would have access to a broad and balanced 

curriculum which was relevant and differentiated to meet their needs. This was 

supported through the introduction of the Children Act (1989) and later through the 

Children (Northern Ireland) Order (1995), which reinforced the paramouncy of the 

welfare of the child.

flic trend in social policy and legislation through the 1970s and the 1980s appeared to 

be guided by one main driving force -  the promotion of rights and educational 

opportunities for children with SEN and this was further endorsed throughout the 1990s, 

especially following the Salamanca Statement (1994).

2.2.4 The Salamanca Statement

In 1991, the UK Government ratified the United Nations Convention of the Rights of 

the Child (1989), giving “a firm commitment to ensure that the legislation, policy and 

practice relating to children is in conformity with the Convention rights” (Lavery, 2001, 

pi). Following this, a ‘Framework for Action on Special Educational Needs’ was 

adopted by 92 governments and 25 international organizations, all of whom assembled 

at the United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) in 

Salamanca, Spain in 1994. Here they reaffirmed the commitment to “the right to 

education of every individual as enshrined in the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights”, and renewed “the pledge made by the world community at the 1990 World 

Conference on Education for all to ensure that right for all regardless of individual 

differences” (UNESCO 1994 p vii). The Salamanca Statement promoted inclusion as 

good practice and refers to “education as levels of learning rather than a mechanism” 

(Lindsay, 2003, p5).

Paragraph two of the Salamanca Statement states the belief on principles, policy and 

practice in SEN and comprises five explicit statements concerning children’s rights:
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• Every child has a fundamental right to education, and must be given the 

opportunity to achieve and maintain an acceptable level of learning.

• Every child has unique characteristics, interests, abilities and learning needs.

• Educational systems should be designed and educational programmes 

implemented 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 -  centred pedagogy capable of meeting 

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, pp viii -  ix).

The principles of the Salamanca Statement continue to be relevant today with the 

statements about children’s rights contributing towards the principles of the current 

legislation SENDO in Northern Ireland.

Throughout the 1990s there was an “increasingly legalistic framework growing up 

around the provision of services for children with special needs” (Lewis, 1995, pi 7), 

with a plethora of documents, circulars and regulations published. According to Lewis 

(1995), these tightened the legal framework and put more emphasis on children with 

SEN but without statements, as well as placing an increased prominence on the role of 

the Special Educational Needs Co-ordinator (SENCO), the person responsible for co

ordinating the provision for children with SEN in mainstream schools. There were also 

changes in the special needs infrastructure, more emphasis on schools and parents 

working in partnership and greater accountability for children with SEN to be educated 

in mainstream education.
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It would appear that, throughout the century, there was a general trend to include 

children with SEN in mainstream education. Much of the action throughout the 1990s 

followed recommendations from a report produced by the UMI / Audit Commission 

(1992), which identified that while there had been many positive outcomes from the 

Education Act (1981) about inclusion for children with SEN, there were also many 

significant difficulties in relation to the identification of and provision for these pupils. 

These sentiments were supported by Cairns (1993), and Lunt (1998) with Lewis (1995, 

p i3) specifying “the actual and predicted rise in the numbers of children with 

statements was becoming unmanageable and threatened to become an over-burdening 

cost for some local education authorities”.

According to Norwich, Beek, Richardson and Gray (2004), recommendations from the 

HMI Report / Audit Commission (1992) prompted the Department of Education and 

Science (DES) to produce guidance on the key issues such as the definition of SEN, the 

responsibilities of mainstream schools and LEAs and the allocation of resources, which 

were subsequently addressed in England and Wales through the Education Act (1993), 

the Code of Practice (COP) on the Identification and Assessment of Special Educational 

Needs (COP, 1994) and the Special Educational Needs and Disability Act (2001) 

(SENDA).

2.3 Special Education in Northern Ireland

Policy and practice for inclusive practice in Northern Ireland have, to some extent, 

mirrored developments in England and Wales that have taken cognisance of the changes 

in values and beliefs about provision for children with SEN throughout the 20th century, 

especially the findings of the Warnock report (DES,1978). The Northern Ireland 

legislation, however results in “being distinctive from that of its neighbouring 

jurisdiction” (Lundy, 1998, p87), to accommodate the “different administrative 

systems” (Lundy, 1998, p63) i.e. In England and Wales there are Local Education 

Authorities, whereas in Northern Ireland there are Education and Library Boards. In 

subsequent years, therefore and following the Education Act (1993), the COP (1994) 

and SENDA (2001) in England and Wales, Northern Ireland established its own
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framework for inclusion. Key documentation to illustrate this includes the Education 

(Northern Ireland) Order (1996), the Code of Practice on the Identification and 

assessment of Special Educational Needs (COP 1998), and more recently the Special 

Educational Needs and Disability (Northern Ireland) Order (2005) (SENDO), the 

Supplement to the Code of Practice on the Identification and Assessment of Special 

Educational Needs (COP, 2005) and the Disability Discrimination Code of Practice for 

Schools (COP, 2006).

2.3.1 The Education (Northern Ireland) Order (1996)

In Northern Ireland, the Education (Northern Ireland) Order (1996) mandated the legal 

provision for a number of educational reforms in Northern Ireland, with Part 11 

focusing on SEN provision. Lundy (2000) categorizes the reforms within this section 

into four main areas: first of all defining “the children who fall within the ambit of 

special educational provision”, then establishing procedures “for identifying and 

assessing children who have special educational needs”, next setting down procedures 

“for determining appropriate educational provision” and finally providing parents with 

“a means of challenging certain decisions regarding their child’s education” (p233).

The Education (Northern Ireland) Order (1996) followed the Education Act (1993), 

placing duties on mainstream schools to ensure that children with SEN could be 

included, as far as possible within the schools and that their needs could be met there. 

Robinson (1996, p39) argues “physical location” and “social aspect” are important 

aspects of inclusion for children with SEN and Dyson, Millward and Skidmore (1994, 

p303) contend “children with special educational needs learn in the same way, require 

the same sort of educational experiences and can therefore have their needs met by 

mainstream teachers in ordinary schools and classrooms” .

Another key element, and a new feature within the Education (Northern Ireland) Order 

(1996), which followed the legislation of the Education Act (1993) was the introduction 

of Special Educational Needs Tribunals (SENT). These were to address the number of 

appeals against the issuing or not issuing a statement, or about the content of a
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statement, which had increased steadily since statements were first introduced in the 

Education Act (1981).

The Education (Northern Ireland) Order (1996) was closely followed by guidance from 

the Code or Practice on the Identification and Assessment of Special Educational Needs 

(1998) in a similar way as the Code of Practice on the Identification and Assessment of 

Special Educational Needs (COP, 1994) reinforced The Education Act (1993). Both the 

COP (1994) and the COP (1998) helped to clarify the relevant legislation giving a 

clearer definition of SEN and changing schools' responsibilities to help meet the needs 

of children with SEN.

2.3.2 The Code of Practice on the Identification and Assessment of Special 

Educational Needs (COP, 1998)

The COP (1998) was the Department of Education’s response to Article 4 of the 

Education (Northern Ireland) Order (1996) which stated “The Department shall issue, 

and may from time to time amend, a code of practice giving practical guidance in 

respect of the discharge by boards and Boards of Governors of grant-aided schools of 

their functions under this part” (p7).

Like the COP (1994), the COP (1998) is not a legally binding document, rather a 

circular with an advisory status. It provides practical guidance on identification, 

assessment and provision made for all children who may have SEN, with the intention 

that as many children as possible can be included in mainstream education. The COP 

(1998) offers guidance for schools, ELBs and Health and Social Services, who, under 

the 1996 Order are required to “have regard to the provisions of the code” (Article 4(2)) 

in order to fulfil their statutory duties. The COP (1998) also determines that “the 

Education and Training and Inspectorate will consider, in the context of their 

inspections, the effectiveness of school’s policies and practices and the extent to which 

schools have had regard to the Code” (COP, 1998 pi).
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The COP (1998) was one of the most important documents in the area of regulating 

special needs provision, providing advice about provision for children for whom a 

statement is maintained and for those children who have SEN but for whom no 

statement is maintained. The COP (1998) defines SEN as “a learning difficulty which 

calls for special educational provision to be made” (pi), with a learning difficulty 

defined as when "the child has significantly greater difficulty in learning than the 

majority of children of his or her age and/or has a disability which hinders his or her use 

of everyday educational facilities (or, where the child is below school age, would hinder 

such if the child were of school age)” (pi).

The COP (1998) elaborates on defining SEN and specifies eight categories:

• Learning Difficulties.

• Specific Learning Difficulties.

• Emotional and Behavioural Difficulties.

• Physical Difficulties.

• Sensory Impairments: Hearing Difficulties.

• Sensory Impairments: Visual Difficulties.

• Speech and Language Difficulties.

• Medical Conditions, (piv).

The principles of the COP (1998) demonstrate evidence that many ideas are a 

continuum of the development of issues raised in the Warnock Report (1978) e.g. 

favourable attitudes from teachers, an understanding of the nature of the problem, 

suitable provision and an appropriate curriculum to meet the needs of individual pupils:

• The needs of all pupils who may experience learning difficulties during their 

school careers must be addressed; the Code recognises that there is a continuum 

of needs and a continuum of provision which may be made in a variety of forms.

• Children with special educational needs require the greatest possible access to a 

broad and balanced education, including the Northern Ireland Curriculum.

• The needs of most pupils will be met in mainstream schools, and without a 

statutory assessment or a statement. Children with special educational needs, 

including those with statements, should, wherever appropriate and taking into
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account the wishes of their parents, be educated alongside their peers in 

mainstream schools.

• Even before a child reaches compulsory school age, he or she may have special 

educational needs requiring the intervention of the Boards as well as the health 

services.

• The knowledge, views and experience of parents are vital. Effective assessment 

and provision will be best secured where there is partnership between parents 

and schools, Boards and other agencies (1998 p2).

The legislation and guidance focuses on a five stage approach:

Stage 1: Teachers identify and register a child’s special educational needs and,

consulting the school’s SEN co-ordinator, takes initial action.

Stage 2: The SEN co-ordinator takes the lead responsibility for collecting and

recording information and for co-ordinating the child’s special 

educational provision, working with the child’s teachers.

Stage 3: Teachers and the SEN Co-ordinator are supported by specialists from

outside the school.

Stage 4: The Board considers the need for a statutory assessment and, if

appropriate, makes a multi- disciplinary assessment.

Stage 5: The Board considers the need for a statement of special educational

needs; if appropriate, it makes a statement and arranges monitors and 

reviews provision.

(COP, 1998, p3).

These stages are used to assess and offer appropriate provision for both statemented and 

non statemented SEN. The COP (1998) followed policy and practice in England and 

Wales, with the five stage approach putting emphasis on the person with day to day 

responsibility for special needs provision in mainstream schools. The COP (1998) 

formally introduced the role of the Special Educational needs Co-ordinator (SENCO) in 

Northern Ireland. This was a substantial change from remedial specialists, where the 

SENCO would now be responsible for:
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• The day to day operation of the school’s policy.

• Responsible to requests for advice from other teachers.

• Co-ordination of SEN provision, including in secondary schools, ensuring 

appropriate liaison with the various teachers who will teach any given child with 

special educational needs.

• Maintaining a SEN register, with records on pupils with special educational 

needs.

• Liaison with parents of children with special educational needs.

• Establishing the SEN in-service training requirements of the staff, and 

contributing as appropriate to their training.

• Liaison with external agencies. (COR, 1998, p7).

As was the situation in England and Wales the recommendations in the COR (1998) 

were to promote more inclusive practice, where there was “an attempt to reclaim and 

develop the special educational needs focus in co-ordinator posts” (Lewis, 1995, p i4), 

with the focus on 'in-class support’ rather than ‘withdrawal groups’. Lundy (2000) also 

discusses how in Northern Ireland “SEN provision often occurs outside mainstream 

classrooms” (p254) and claims that schools were concerned about the fundamental 

principles of the Code and its introduction.

Despite the fact that the Code is not in itself a statutory document, the legislation from 

the Education (Northern Ireland) Order (1996) does underpin the significance of the 

Code, therefore schools and ELBs would have to demonstrate that they were fulfilling 

their duties either during an inspection or in attendance at a (SENT).

Lundy (2000) highlights The COR (1998) as “pivotal to the operation of special 

provision in schools” (p244) and agues that it is “undoubtedly the benchmark of the 

procedures which a reasonable education authority would have followed in relation to a 

child with special educational needs” (p245).

The introduction of The COR (1998) augurs well for the Department of Education’s 

commitment to inclusion which could be viewed as a step towards the “whole school
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approach” (Dessent, 1991, p32), where there was an expectation that schools would 

move away

from traditional and more segregated focus of provision - such as special 
classes and withdrawal work - towards finding ways of supporting children 
with special educational needs in mainstream schools and coordinating the 
responses made by the staff as a whole to those needs through the activities 
of a Special Needs Coordinator (SENCO) (Clark, Dyson, Millward and 
Robson, 1999, p i59).

This proposal supported earlier research carried out by Clark, Dyson, Millward and 

Skidmore (1995b), Dyson (1992), and Dyson, Millward and Skidmore (1994) which 

suggested the necessity for schools to implement policies and practices which would 

respond to and successfully educate the diversity of learners.

According to the ‘Fundamental Service Review of Special Education in Northern 

Ireland' (2003 pp 13-15), the Education (Northern Ireland) Order (1996) and the COP 

(1998) “brought rigour to the whole area of special educational needs” (p i5). The 

legislation clearly defined “a route map for schools, parents and ELB officers in terms 

of processes, timescales and standards” (p i5) and promoted a whole school approach 

through the extended and developmental role for the SENCO.

The most recent legislation in relation to inclusion in Northern Ireland, the Special 

Educational Needs and Disability (Northern Ireland) Order (2005) (SENDO), brought 

Northern Ireland into line with England and Wales. It took cognisance of the 

Salamanca Statement (1994), which focused on children’s rights, the Disability Rights 

Task Force Report ‘From Education to Inclusion’ (1999), which made 

recommendations to secure comprehensive and enforceable rights for people with 

disabilities, and legislates for inclusion for both disabled pupils and those with SEN. 

SENDO also followed SENDA (2001) which amended the Disability Discrimination 

Act (1995) (DDA) to prevent disability discrimination in education services such as 

schools and institutions of further and higher education as well as in all public places.



2.3.3 The Special Educational Needs and Disability (Northern Ireland) Order 

(2005) (SENDO)

SENDO became operative in Northern Ireland on 1st September 2005, following a 

period of public consultation between March and June 2004. Many aspects of the draft 

legislation received strong support from all those who responded, and according to 

Kilpatrick and Hunter (2006), when the proposals for the SEND Bill were discussed in 

2002, during the time of the Northern Ireland Assembly being in operation, there was 

avid support from Martin McGuiness who was Minister for Education at that time. 

SENDO makes changes to the legal requirements covered in the Education (Northern 

Ireland) Order (1996) and the guidance covered in the COE (1998). The responsibilities 

within these documents still apply for schools and ELBs; however, SENDO places 

additional duties upon both bodies:

First, it strengthens the rights of children with SEN to be educated in mainstream 

schools unless it is incompatible with “the wishes of the parent” or “the provision of 

efficient education of other children” (Article 3, SENDO, 2005). The legislation still 

retains a caveat that children with statements will be educated in an ordinary school 

unless “the school is unsuitable to the child’s age, ability or aptitude or his special 

educational needs” or the school can demonstrate that it is incompatible with “the 

efficient use of resources” (Schedule 1, SENDO, 2005).

Second, SENDO removes the exemption on the Northern Ireland education sector from 

the DDA (1995), thereby increasing access for children and young people with 

disabilities to schools and further and higher education establishments. It makes 

discrimination against pupils and prospective pupils unlawful for a reason relating to a 

person’s disability (Article 14, SENDO, 2005).

SENDO also places duties on responsible bodies to prepare accessibility strategies and 

plans for improved access to curriculum, premises and information for pupils and 

prospective pupils. Articles 13-26 of SENDO legislate that schools and ELBs must take 

‘reasonable steps’ to make ‘reasonable adjustments’ so that disabled pupils are not 

treated ‘less favourably’ than others (without justification). There is also a duty to
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ensure that pupils who have a disability are not put at a substantial disadvantage 

compared to others without a disability, and to ensure that there is ‘no victimisation’.

Articles 3-26 of SENDO highlight the key changes from the Education (Northern 

Ireland) Order (1996), specifying details of the responsibilities for ELBs and schools. It 

is now compulsory for EEBs to provide an Advice and Information Service (AIS) and a 

Dispute Avoidance and Resolution Service (DARS) as well as complying with time 

frames of the Special Educational Needs and Disability Tribunal (SENDIST) and the 

appeals procedures.

Schools have responsibilities to provide information to parents about SEN provision. 

They must also prevent discrimination on admissions, education and associated services 

and suspensions or expulsions for reasons related to disability. Schools must also 

understand confidentiality duties and take reasonable steps to obtain knowledge about 

disabilities (Article 14, SENDO, 2005).

All of this is set within a climate of change for schools where SENDO must be viewed 

as a continually evolving process which permeates all aspects of school improvement. 

It should evolve through the workings of schools in developing, reviewing and 

evaluating cultures, policies and practices to create a willingness to embrace all pupils 

with SEN or disability as an integral part of school life.

These changes in the law provide a stronger framework to underpin the inclusive 

practice that many schools in Northern Ireland are already working towards. This is 

evident from the Department of Education’s statistics from the Northern Ireland 

Censuses which show that in the year 2000, 56% of statemented pupils were being 

educated in mainstream schools/units, and by 2004 this had increased to 60% (DE 

2005).

The new legislation will commit schools and ELBs to further develop inclusive practice 

in Northern Ireland; therefore in order to support the existing legislation, the DE has
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issued the Supplement to the Code of Practice on the Identification and Assessment of 

Special Educational Needs (2005).

2.3.4 Supplement to the Code of Practice on the Identification and Assessment of 

Special Educational Needs (2005).

This supplement does not change the status, coverage, principles, practices and 

procedures of detailed guidance contained in the COP (1998); however, the supplement 

aims to provide a clear understanding and consistency of approach for schools and 

ELBs in further developing inclusive practice. Both the COP (1998) and the 

Supplement (2005) are designed to help schools, ELBs and other relevant bodies in 

carrying out their statutory functions related to the SEN aspects of SENDO.

The supplement provides a summary of the new SEN provisions, gives an overview of 

disability discrimination in education and recommends that all relevant statutory bodies 

will need to have regard to the supplement to fulfil their statutory duty under Article 4 

of the Education (Northern Ireland) Order (1996).

The first of the two main issues addressed in the supplement provides clear guidance on 

each of the new SEN provisions contained in SENDO Part 11 Articles 3-12:

SPECIAL EDUCATIONAL NEEDS 

Education in ordinary schools

• Article 3: Education in ordinary schools of children with SEN.

General duties o f boards

• Article 4: Advice and information to parents.

• Article 5: Resolution of disputes.

• Article 6: Compliance with orders of the tribunal.

Appeals

• Article 7: Appeal against the content of a Statement.

• Article 8: Unopposed appeals.
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Identification and assessment o f educational needs

• Article 9: Duty to inform parent where special educational provision is made.

• Article 10: Review of assessment of educational needs at the request of a 

Responsible Body.

• Article 11: Duty to specify named school in a Statement.

Statements o f special educational needs

• Article 12: Statements of special educational needs.

Throughout this section the supplement is cross referenced with the COP (1998), the 

Education (Northern Ireland) Order (1996) and SENDO; therefore it must be read in 

conjunction with them.

The second main section of the supplement focuses on promoting improvement in 

inclusive practices to assist schools and ELBs to make effective decisions. The main 

thrust of the supplement “primarily focuses on the inclusion of children with SEN and 

not inclusion in its wider definition” (DE, 2005, p40). Its principles however can be 

applied to address inclusion in its wider context and to assist with promoting a whole 

school acceptance of all children. Clear practical guidelines are given about developing 

an inclusive ethos, where reasonable steps can be taken to help pupils with specific 

needs access an appropriate curriculum. There is also guidance about developing 

systems for early identification of barriers to learning and participation where there are 

high expectations and suitable targets to safeguard and monitor the needs of pupils with 

SEN. The issue of the efficient education of other children is also addressed as well as 

situations where it may not be possible to include specific children in a mainstream 

school.

Illustrative case studies on the abuse of efficient education caveat and reasonable steps 

are also provided within the Supplement to support the understanding of the legislation 

and to demonstrate to the responsible bodies how their duties might be met or breached. 

In addition to the Supplement to the Code of Practice (2005), the Equality Commission 

for Northern Ireland (ECN1) has also produced guidance to support SENDO, the 

Disability Discrimination Code of Practice for Schools (2006).
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2.3.5 Disability Discrimination Code of Practice for Schools (2006)

The purpose of this Code of Practice is also to strengthen inclusive practice in schools 

and also needs to be read in conjunction with the Education (Northern Ireland) Order 

(1996), SENDO and the COP (1998). This Disability Discrimination COP (2006) has 

been issued under section 54A of the Disability Discrimination Act (1995) (as 

amended). It is intended to show that all pupils, including those with disabilities have a 

right to the same opportunities in education, and demonstrates how education providers 

and associated services might prevent disability discrimination.

Like the COP (1998) and the Supplement to the COP (2005), this COP (2006) does not 

impose legal obligations; however, it also provides good practice guidelines. The COP 

(2006) provides information about the rights of a disabled person under SENDO, 

outlines the changes to the law on SEN and issues guidance on the relationship between 

SEN and disability. For instance “Not all pupils who are disabled will have SEN. For 

example, a pupil who has severe asthma that affects his / her ability to carry out normal 

day to day activities may be a disabled person according to the DDA definition... but he 

or she may not have a Statement of special educational needs. However, many pupils 

who are disabled will have a Statement as,a result of their disability, for example, a 

blind pupil who is disabled according to DDA definition and who has a Statement 

because he or she requires special educational provision” (ECNI, 2006, p25).

In addition, there are examples of less favourable treatment, reasonable steps, 

victimisation, lack of knowledge, defence and confidentially and according to the 

Equality Commission the Code these “can be used in evidence in legal proceedings” 

(ECNI, 2006, p4).

The introduction of SENDO along with the Supplement to the Code of practice (2005) 

and the Disability Discrimination Code of Practice for schools (2006) have certainly 

placed a commitment on schools and ELBs in Northern Ireland to further develop an 

inclusive education system. While Government agendas and political cultures can have 

powerful influences, many institutions like schools and ELBs have considerable ability 

to resist change or to reduce its impact significantly.
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In order to fully embrace inclusion, society needs to move from the medical model,

where the problem lies within the child, to adopting the social model principle that:
...it is often environmental factors such as the structure of a building, 
attitudes, communication or an education provider’s practices, rather than 
the limitations arising from a person’s disability, which increasingly restrict 
a disabled pupil’s ability to participate fully in educational life (ECNI, 2006, 
pi).

Participating fully in life is very important for children with SEN or disability, but in 

order to successfully implement SENDO in Northern Ireland, it is also very important to 

consider the needs of all children and young people. Acknowledging that “There are 

approximately 383,300 children in Northern Ireland under 16 years (around 22% of the 

population) and approximately 464,000 under 19” (Office of the First Minister and 

Deputy First Minister, 2006, pi) (OFMDFM), then consideration should, in addition to 

the legislation specifically relating to SEN or disability, be given to other legislation, 

strategies and significant documents which can influence inclusive education as well as 

raising educational standards for everyone.

2.4 Other Legislation, Strategies and/Significant Documents which Promote 

Inclusive Education and Raised Educational Standards for Everyone

2.4.1 The Children (Northern Ireland) Order (1995)

The Children (Northern Ireland) Order (1995) was one of the most comprehensive 

pieces of legislation ever enacted in Northern Ireland in relation to children, and since 

then, there has been a major focus for society to ensure that the welfare of the child is 

paramount. The Children (Northern Ireland) Order (1995) focuses on a wide range of 

organizations and disciplines in the social services, voluntary organizations, the courts, 

the education system, the health service and on all types of childminding and day care 

services to secure the rights and meet the needs of all children and young people in 

Northern Ireland.
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Throughout the following ten years, there were a number of children’s strategies 

developed through the Government in England and Wales and while these are not 

specific to Northern Ireland, their principles reflect the focus of SENDO.

2.4.2 Green Paper: Excellence for all children - Meeting Special Educational 

Needs (DfEE 1997)

According to Lunt (1998, p24) “the Green Paper has been welcomed as the most far 

reaching review of SEN since the Warnock Report of 20 years ago”. It was also 

described as “a fundamental reappraisal of the way we meet special educational needs” 

(DfEE, 1997, p5). It reflected international developments about inclusive education 

which were “enshrined within the Salamanca Statement” (Farrell, 2001, p3) and had a 

major impact on developing approaches to improve the achievement of children with 

SEN.

While the Government’s White paper: Excellence in Schools (1997) committed schools 

to raising standards through target setting, the Green Paper (1997) highlighted the 

developments and changing attitudes from the mid 1970s to the mid 1990s. It focused 

on excellence for all with an inclusive vision and a “tough minded determination to 

show that children with SEN are capable of excellence” (DfEE, 1997, p4), and that high 

expectations for all children also included high expectations for children with SEN.

Following consultation on the Green Paper (1997), the Government’s potential 

outcomes from the Special Educational Needs Action Programme (DfEE, 1998) 

included policies for excellence to increase inclusive practice, develop better 

relationships between special and mainstream schools with a more co-ordinated 

provision for children with SEN through multi agency cooperation..

Following the SENDA (2001) legislation, the DIES also published two pertinent 

documents to further promote inclusion: Every Child Matters (DIES, 2003) and 

Removing Barriers to Achievement (DIES, 2004) both of which provided the 

Government’s vision for reshaping children’s services to ensure that all children,
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including those with SEN or disability, had an opportunity to succeed and to fulfil their 

full potential.

2.4.3 Every Child Matters (DIES 2003)

Every Child Matters; change for children (2003) outlines the implications for The 

Children Act (2004), the legislative spine to support the principle of personalisation and 

the long term development of the work that schools are already doing to raise 

educational standards. DfES (2003) proposed that the outcomes to the well being of 

children in childhood and later life; “be healthy, stay safe, enjoy and achieve, make a 

positive contribution” and “achieve economic well being” (pi) could be achieved by 

“ encouraging schools to offer a range of extended services that help pupils engage and 

achieve, and building stronger relationships with parents and the wider community” and 

“supporting closer working between universal services like schools and specialist 

services so that children with additional needs can be identified earlier and supported 

effectively” (pi).

The Government’s vision through this document has advanced the inclusion agenda to 

inclusion in society rather than only giving consideration to inclusion in schools, an area 

which Booth (1999) had previously considered as important to removing barriers to 

achievement. lie argues that in relation to inclusive practice there should be increased 

participation of learners to reduce “their exclusion from the curricula, cultures and 

communities of neighbourhood mainstream centres of learning” (p78). Ainscow (1999) 

also suggests that inclusive education has to be concerned with “overcoming barriers to 

participation” (p218) not just in inclusive education but in relation to a wider inclusion 

policy.

2.4.4 Removing Barriers to Achievement: The Government’s Strategy for SEN 
(DIES 2004)

This strategy built on the proposals for the reform of children’s services in Every Child 

Matters (2003), setting a new agenda for improvement and sustained action at national
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and local level. It addressed the Audit Commission’s Report ‘Special Educational 

Needs -  a mainstream issue’ (2002) highlighting some continuing challenges around 

inclusion: delays in children having their needs met, mainstream schools refusing access 

to children with SEN, staff feeling unskilled to meet the wide range of pupils’ needs in 

modern classrooms, special schools feeling vulnerable about their future role and a wide 

variation in levels of support from education and health services.

The DIES (2004) strategy therefore aims to personalize learning for children and to 

make education more responsive to meet the diversity of need. It outlines the 

Government’s vision to provide clear leadership in four key areas: ‘Early intervention’ 

so that children receive help as soon as possible after diagnosis, ‘Removing Barriers to 

Achievement’ by embedding inclusive practice in every school, ‘Raising Expectations 

and Achievements’ through capacity building for teachers and more focus on children’s 

progress and ‘Delivering Improvements in Partnership’ so that parents can be assured 

that their child will receive appropriate and relevant education.

Many of the principles from the Government Strategies in England and Wales have 

influenced Northern Ireland Government thinking and this is evident in the recently 

published ten year strategy: Our Children and Young People -  Our Pledge: A ten year 

strategy for children and young people in Northern Ireland 2006-2016 (2006).

2.4.5 Our Children and Young People -  Our Pledge: A Ten Year Strategy for 

Children and Young People in Northern Ireland 2006-2016 (2006)

This strategy aims “to ensure that by 2016 all our children and young people are 

fulfilling their potential” (OFMDFM, 2006, p3), and sets out what will be done by the 

Northern Ireland administration, the Northern Ireland office and the Northern Ireland 

Court Service over the course of the next ten years. The Government’s overall pledge 

to children and young people living in Northern Ireland is to deliver a shared vision 

whereby everyone will thrive and look forward with confidence to the future and the 

shared vision w ill have been achieved if the evidence indicates that children and young 

people are:
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• Healthy.

• Enjoying, learning and achieving.

• Living in safety and with stability.

• Experiencing economic and environmental well-being.

• Contributing positively to community and society.

• Living in a society which respects their rights.

The outcomes reflect the live outcomes of Every Child Matters (DIES (2003), however 

in Northern Ireland there is an additional outcome where respecting rights is central to 

the outcomes framework: the belief here is that a child living in a society which respects 

the rights of the child, then the child is more likely to achieve the other live outcome 

areas.

The underpinning values of this strategy address not only the needs of all children and 

young people, but also focus on those who have additional needs within the wider 

definition of inclusion. The key values are to ensure that children and young people are 

respected, have rights, are valued for the individual and diverse contribution they make 

to society, and are supported so that they Can live in a peaceful and non-threatening 

environment. It could be argued that these values would be vitally important in 

promoting an inclusive education system in Northern Ireland where SENDO could be 

successfully implemented: in fact according to the RT HON John Spellar’s (MP 

Minister of State 2004) foreword in 'Making it R Wrld 2’ “never before has there been 

such a groundswell of support for securing the rights and meeting the needs of children 

and young people in Northern Ireland and the momentum is gathering” (OFMDEM, 

2004, p3).

2.5 Summary

This chapter outlined the historical background on special education provision, 

including how Northern Ireland policy has mirrored much of the legislation in England 

and Wales. Having given consideration to the “journey” from the Victorian era through 

the 1900s and up to the present, it is clearly evident that the legislation in each century

31



has not always been enough to change practice. In order to achieve productive change 

and accomplish important educational goals, Fullan (1993) argues that there is a need 

for “skills, capacity, commitment, motivation, beliefs and sights” (p23). Within the 

Northern Ireland context, there is therefore a need for all those who work with children 

and young people to immerse themselves in the implications of SENDO and come up 

with creative solutions to support its implementation.

Throughout the chapter there was a focus on the progression from segregation to 

inclusion, however, without much discussion or understanding of what inclusion really 

means. The next chapter will therefore strive to do two things: first to develop an 

understanding of the concept of inclusion, debating some of the trends, issues and 

dilemmas around inclusive practice and then to consider the potential implications for 

the current and future changing role of the SENCO within the theoretical framework of 

change.
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CHAPTER 3

LITERA I URE REVIEW

3.1 Introduction

The journey from “segregation to inclusion” in chapter two explored the historical 

developments in special needs provision, and highlighted the impact of policy and 

practice in promoting and progressing inclusive practice. There is no doubt that over 

the last twenty live years, the movement towards inclusion has been a major topic of 

interest throughout the world, especially since the commitment from a number of 

countries to the principles, policy and practices outlined in the Salamanca Statement 

(UNESCO, 1994). More recently, the changes in UK legislation along with other 

significant documentation have encouraged a more inclusive approach to education 

throughout all countries within the UK including Northern Ireland.

Farrell (2001) discusses how the concept of inclusion has recently had an elevated 

profile, however, he also points out that “the whole issue of inclusion remains extremely 

contentious and there is a whole range of contradictory views and practices” (p6). The 

first part of this chapter therefore sets out to develop an understanding of the concept of 

inclusion. Despite Lindsay’s (2003) view that “researching inclusion is problematic” 

(p6), or the idea that inclusion has advanced in Northern Ireland “without a consistent 

government definition” (Sheehy, Rix, Nine! and Simmons 2004, p 148), the first part of 

the chapter will address some of the trends, issues and dilemmas around inclusive 

practice. It will examine variations in the definitions of inclusion and discuss 

arguments for and against inclusion.

In addition, since Visser, Cole and Daniels (2002, p23) argue “Inclusion should be seen 

as a process” and Booth and Ainscow (2002) contend “Inclusion involves change” (p3), 

then this dissertation will be considered within the theoretical framework of change and 

the second part of the chapter will consider the changes in the practices of the personnel 

(especially the SENCOs) who play a major part in progressing the inclusion agenda.
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3.2 Defining Inclusion

According to Booth (1998, p80) “there are two ways of approaching a definition. We 

can state how we use the term ourselves and provide a prescription for how we wish it 

to be used by others. Alternatively we can give a description of the variety of ways in 

which the term is used”. In defining ‘inclusion’, therefore, consideration will be given 

to a range of different definitions and interpretations of inclusion from a number of 

writers and researchers, as well as some personal views from the researcher of this 

study.

It is likely that everyone who is familiar with the concept of inclusion will have their 

own view of this complex issue, or as Cole (2005, p6) explains “it can and does mean 

different things in different contexts to different people”. In fact, in order to do justice 

to the complexity of the concept of inclusion, Sheehy et al (2004) draw attention to the 

fact that “there isn’t just one ‘inclusion’ but rather, inclusion according to government 

rhetoric, inclusion as seen by children in schools, inclusion according to disabled 

activists, inclusion according to the lay person and inclusion contested by various 

academics” (p i38). Reference has already been made to the terms segregation, 

integration and inclusion in chapter two,,however, there is no doubt that there is 

confusion about what is meant by inclusion or inclusive practice. One way of trying to 

define the concept more clearly is to explore the terms ‘Segregation’, ‘Integration’ and 

‘Inclusion’ in more detail and to consider what differentiates them. According to 

Armstrong, Armstrong and Barton (2000), “Tensions between the principles of 

integration / inclusion and choice have characterised special educational needs policy in 

the UK for two decades” (pi 15), however, in recent years it w'ould appear that inclusion 

has superseded integration in the vocabulary of special educators.

According to Farrell (2001) integration was a term widely used throughout the 1990s to 

refer to the changes in educational policy about how and where children with SEN 

should be educated. He describes the practice whereby children with SEN should no 

longer be segregated: “educated entirely in a separate educational provision” (Lindsay 

and Thompson, 1997, p92), but rather integrated into schools and educated alongside 

their mainstream peers.
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Towards the end of the 1990s and at the beginning of the 21sl century, the use of the 

term ‘inclusion’ became more fashionable. This trend was obviously a gradual 

progression, as five years prior to this, Booth (1995) in Clark, Dyson and Millward 

(1995) stated “the notion of inclusion is beginning to replace the term integration” 

(p i01). A few years later Allen (1999) reiterated this progression reporting that 

“several writers have analysed the shift from integration to inclusion” (pi4). She raised 

awareness that very often the terms integration and inclusion are used as if they are 

interchangeable, however she argues “there are real differences of values and practices 

between them” (p 10).

Minier (2000) also argues that there are real differences between integration and 

inclusion. He defines integration as the practice of placing pupils in ordinary schools, 

however he claims “the pupil must adapt to the school” (p i0), rather than the school 

adapting to meet the needs of the pupil. His definition of inclusion however implies “a 

radical reform of the school in terms of curriculum, assessment, pedagogy and grouping 

of pupils” (plO) based on a value system where diversity is welcomed, accepted and 

celebrated.

Around the turn of the century, Farrell (2001) also raised the issues of the progression 

of the terminology and the differences betw een integration and inclusion. He contends 

“the term inclusion has become a more accepted way of describing the extent to which a 

pupil with SEN is truly integrated” (p7). His view about integration is similar to 

Mittler’s (2000) in that he believes that integration refers only to the type of school 

setting into which a child is placed. Farrell (2001) argues that integration “tells us 

nothing about the quality of the education that is received in this provision” (p7), neither 

does it ensure that the child is not excluded from a range of school activities.

Farrell’s (2001) definition of inclusion is also in agreement with Mittler’s (2000) 

suggestion that the term inclusion refers “to the extent to which a school or community 

welcomes all pupils as full members of the group and values them for the contribution 

which they make” (p7). Farrell's (2001) definition includes references to school and 

community suggesting two types of inclusion; inclusion in schools and inclusion in
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society. This would support the views of Sheehy el al (2004) that there is more than 

one type of inclusion. Hornby (2001) in O’Brien (2001) also suggests that there is more 

than one type of inclusion, however, he also believes that various definitions such as 

“inclusive schools” and “inclusive society” (p4) contribute to the dilemma about ever 

reaching a consensus about the true meaning of inclusion.

Definitions have altered and will continue to alter with cultural and societal change, 

however, according to a range of definitions found currently within the literature, 

integration-inclusion could be characterised as a continuum ranging from total forms or 

either provision to the variants which fall in between. While there appears to be a lack 

of mutual agreement in terms of conceptualization and application, recent definitions of 

inclusion and inclusive practice, especially from around the late 1990s to present day, 

encompass broad notions of educational access and the importance of catering for 

diverse needs, helping us to develop a deeper understanding of the concept of inclusion.

3.3 Variations in Definitions from 1900s to Present Day

Fuchs and Fuchs (1994) provided some very definite ideas when they outlined their 

definitions of inclusion. They see inclusion as “a complete dismantling of special 

education -  no more special education students, no more special education teachers”, 

rather a role for special educators to provide “services to disabled (and non- disabled) 

students, but only in regular classrooms” (p22). This definition suggests that inclusive 

practice is about ‘full inclusion’ where all children are educated in mainstream schools. 

Barton (1997) (cited in Allen, 1999), on the other hand suggests much more of a diverse 

approach to how and where children should be educated. Whether it be in mainstream 

education, or appropriate settings, depending on need, Barton (1997) (cited in Allen, 

1999) has the view that “Inclusive education is about responding to diversity, it is about 

listening to unfamiliar voices, being open, empowering all members and about 

celebrating ‘difference’ in dignified ways” (p233).

About the same time, Ainscow (1997) also claimed that inclusion was about responding 

to need. He believes that inclusion is a process involving whole school reorganization
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in order to develop social inclusion in schools. Ainscow (1997) acknowledges inclusive 

schools as a mechanism to promote inclusion, but also widens the definition of 

inclusion arguing that social inclusion is the goal of bringing about an inclusive society.

Two years later, Ainscow (1999) still defined inclusion as “a never ending process 

...dependent on continuous pedagogical and organisational development within the 

mainstream” (p218). He discusses how inclusive education is concerned with 

overcoming barriers to participation that may be experienced by pupils, a view shared 

by Feiler and Gibson (1999). They suggested that inclusion should reflect three criteria, 

a process where there is a link between inclusion and exclusion, an emphasis on 

restructuring teaching approaches and pupil groupings and the use of support.

Other researchers have also indicated that inclusion is a process and not a fixed state. 

Booth (1999a, p78) believes that inclusion is “...the process of increasing participation 

of learners in and reducing their exclusion from the curriculum, cultures and 

communities of neighbourhood mainstream centres of learning”. Booth (1999) also 

expressed his view about how inclusion should revitalise and replace current approaches 

in order to constitute a framework “through which all educational developments can 

take place” (p i64).

Defining inclusion in the late 1990s was a “dominant issue” (Clarke, Dyson Millward 

and Robson, 1999, pi 58) and with the recent legislation in the UK and Northern Ireland 

continues to be so. Since the beginning of the 21s' century, many definitions of 

inclusion still refer to a process. Mittler (2000, p i33) argues “inclusion is not a goal 

that can be reached with a purpose” and Visser, Cole and Daniels (2002) discuss how 

inclusion is an ongoing development and more than merely the placement of pupils in a 

mainstream school. It must also be recognized however, that some definitions of 

inclusion have developed with more concrete ideas about what is meant by inclusive 

practice. Farrell (2000) described inclusion as “the quality of education offered to 

pupils with SEN in an integrated setting” (p i53), whereas Mittler (2000) emphasises 

that it is the day to day experiences of children in classrooms that defines the quality of 

inclusion. The views of Farrell (2000) and Mittler (2000) are both acknowledged in the
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definition of inclusive practice presented by Sheehy at al (2004 p i39): “inclusive 

pedagogy, with collaborative and interactive teaching being at its heart”.

Even today we still face the dilemma of uncertainty about what inclusion really means 

and there is still an absence of agreement about what constitutes inclusion. Recently 

Quarmsby (2006) stated “Inclusion is about meeting a child's needs, not about where it 

is done” (pi), whereas Matthew’s (2007) view about inclusion is totally different. As a 

mother of an eight year old physically disabled son, who attends a mainstream school, 

she places great importance on ‘geographical inclusion’ and claims “it is important to 

cultivate an environment where acceptance is important” (p i55) and that this might go 

some way “towards eradicating ignorance and discrimination” (pi 55).

Having considered a number of definitions of inclusion, it appears that there is still a 

lack of consistency in the understanding of the concept. Consideration has been given 

to inclusion in schools and inclusion in society with much agreement as to whether 

there is any connection or similarity or whether they are two totally different concepts. 

Full inclusion, geographical inclusion, and the different views of the Government, 

children, disabled activists, the public and academics about inclusion, all suggest 

different things, presenting some evidence that there is no agreed definition. No matter 

what is meant by inclusion, Booth and Ainscow (2002) conclude that inclusion will 

involve continual change and that inclusion will only happen “as soon as the process of 

increasing participation is started” (p3). Their views about inclusion encompass many 

of the ideas discussed in other writers’ definitions; however, they place more emphasis 

on “Inclusion in Education” (p3), as are outlined below.

Inclusion in education involves:

• 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.
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• Reducing barriers to learning and participation for all students, not only those 

with impairments or those who are categorised 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 problems to be overcome.

• Acknowledging the rights of students to an education in their locality.

• Improving schools for staff as well as for students.

• Emphasising the role of schools in building community and developing values, 

as well as in increasing achievement.

• Fostering mutually sustaining relationships between schools and communities.

• Recognising that inclusion in education is one aspect of inclusion in society.

It could be argued that the absence of an exact or agreed definition of inclusion 

continues to be a striking omission, especially since the concept has been evolving for 

over sixty years. In contrast to this argument, the idea of not having a concrete 

definition is acceptable if we believe that inclusion is a never-ending process of 

pedagogical and organizational development which responds to pupil diversity. There 

is perhaps also the issue that the concept has been a topic of discussion for such a long 

time that it is taken for granted that everyone knows what is meant by inclusion.

As far as the personal views of the researcher are concerned, there are three key words 

which are important in implementing inclusive practice; ‘appropriate’, ‘belonging’ and 

■participation’. Education for children with SEN must be appropriate to meet their 

needs, with opportunities available to allow them to achieve the outcomes as outlined in 

the Every Child Matters (DfES, 2003) document: children should be happy, stay safe, 

enjoy and achieve, make a positive contribution and achieve economic well being. 

These outcomes can only be achieved if children feel part of the school which they 

attend, have a sense of belonging and are able to fully participate in all aspects of school 

life, 'l'he researcher agrees with the views of Lindsay (1997) (cited in Hornby, 2001) 

that “the right to an appropriate education which meets the pupils’ specific needs is
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more important than the right to be educated alongside their mainstream peers” (p5). 

From the experience of the researcher, this can be a controversial issue. It is often the 

wishes of the parents for children to attend mainstream schools for a variety of reasons, 

usually personal, social or those connected with the stigma of special schools, rather 

than for appropriate educational reasons, therefore considerations need to be made as to 

whether the emphasis is on values in education or inclusion in society. The researcher 

also agrees with an interesting thought put forward by Kilpatrick (2000) that “the goal 

of inclusion is not to erase differences but to enable all students to belong within an 

educational community without prejudice” (pi). In this statement, Kilpatrick (2000) 

also alludes to the idea of ‘belonging’ and the fact that ‘difference’ is okay. Reflecting 

on the concept of ‘difference’, another goal might be to ‘erase the differences’ in the 

arguments for and against inclusion as presented by the advocates and opponents.

3.4 Arguments for and against Inclusion

As already discussed in chapter two, the main argument driving the inclusion movement 

has probably been based on the issue of human rights, where children with SEN / 

disability have had their rights strengthened along with increased opportunities to attend 

mainstream schools. There is however, a number of other arguments for and against 

inclusion.

In addition to the ‘basic human right’ argument, which originated from the United 

Nations Convention of the Rights of the Child (1989), Farrell (2000) notes that there is 

also a “socio-political argument” (p i54). He supports inclusion on the grounds that 

“pupils benefit socially and academically from being placed in a mainstream school and 

that their peer group develops a better understanding of disability” (p7). This view was 

recently highlighted again by Lepkowska (2005) who reported on Professor Farrell’s 

research in schools. According to Lepkowska (2005), Farrell (2000) found evidence of 

“positive effects of inclusion on the wider achievements of all pupils, such as their 

social skills and understanding” (pi). Farrell’s (2000) research also concluded that 

having children with SEN in mainstream education is unlikely to have a negative impact 

on academic or social outcomes for those without special needs. Lepkowska (2005)
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also presents the views of Chris Keates, general secretary of the National Association of 

Schoolmasters Union of Women Teachers (NASUWT), who like Farrell (2000) 

maintains that educating children with SEN alongside mainstream children is not a 

problem as long as children are given appropriate support.

Farrell (2000) however, also offers an opposing view, stating that there is no reason 

why a child’s basic right (which is non segregation) cannot be attained through being 

educated in a special school; “Education is after all, a means to an end, and special 

schools may for some children provide the most effective means towards achieving 

these ends” (p i55).

Lindsay (2003) also presents arguments for and against inclusion, setting them within 

the context of “competing values” (p6). Fie quotes Mithaug’s (1998) theories about 

children having “equal moral capacity” (p6) and requiring opportunities to participate in 

society, but also how they have “unequal natural capacity” (p6) which classes them as 

helpless individuals requiring protection. Mithaug’s (1998) views create confusion 

between human rights and moral rights, however, in addressing this issue, Bailey (1998) 

in Clarke, Dyson and Millward (1998) presented the concept of “supported inclusion” 

(p47) suggesting the practice of having all children placed in mainstream schools with 

“the addition of whatever direct or indirect services are required in order for that child 

to have both equity of treatment and outcomes” (p47). Johnstone and Warwick (1999) 

outlined the views of Warwick et al (1997) who also promoted resources as an 

important factor in making inclusion work. In fact they argue that “resourcing inclusion 

requires a rethink in a way resources are distributed”. (p8).

The idea of ‘supported inclusion’ is also supported by Touraine (2000) (cited in Slee, 

2001), who declared "the clearest manifestations of a society’s spirit and organization 

are its juridical rules and its educational programme” (p385). Touraine’s (2000) 

question -  “can we live together?” should become the “organising principle for 

inclusive schooling” (p386).
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‘Living’ together might be okay in some educational establishments, however, Burden 

and Burdett (2004 p32) question “is it really possible to construct an ethos in a large 

comprehensive school of success for all?” Johnstone and Warwick’s (1999) opinion 

about inclusion could be viewed as a response to Burden and Burdett’s question. They 

advocate “ordinary schools should recognise and respond to the diverse needs of their 

students while also having a continuum of support and services to match those needs” 

(p9). In opposition to this, Quarmsby (2006 pi) argues “our job is to prepare children 

for life, not mainstream education” and quotes Baroness Warnock’s view that 

“Governments must come to recognise that even if inclusion is an ideal for society in 

general it may not be an ideal for school” (p2).

It is clearly evident that the debate about inclusion in schools versus the debate about 

inclusion in society, with unanswered questions as to whether inclusion in schools refers 

to full inclusion or inclusive practice within individual schools: full inclusion referring 

to all children attending mainstream schools and inclusive practice suggesting a variety 

of provision to meet the diversity of need but with each school being inclusive within its 

own right. There are advocates and opponents for both types of inclusion, however, 

Farrell (2001) advocates that the status of SEN has been elevated and with the increased 

number of statemented pupils in mainstream schools there is a need “to help mainstream 

schools to develop more inclusive policies and practices” (p5).

Florian (1998) reminds us that although full inclusion is part of a broad human rights 

agenda, where it is believed that all forms of segregation are morally wrong, opponents 

to inclusion appear to believe that there is a number of difficult implementation 

problems around the concept of learning and teaching in including pupils with SEN in 

mainstream settings.

Feiler and Gibson (1999) argue that there is a need for a more precise definition of 

inclusion underpinned by research evidence. This they believe would help to convince 

anyone working in the field of education of the benefits for children. It could on the 

other hand be argued that “the case for inclusion has been made” (Jordan and Goodey, 

2002, p33). This would also be the view of Mittler (2000) who believes that we “no
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longer need to weigh the evidence for and against something most countries have 

decided to do anyway” (pvii).

Other researchers such as Garner and Gains (2001) and Sheehy at al (2004) have similar 

opinions suggesting that decisions have already come about through the historical 

development of inclusion impacting on current issues and educational practices. Garner 

and Gains (2001) are advocates for inclusion and are delighted with progress, however, 

they argue that inclusion has been introduced into the educational system without “any 

real debate” (p20). Garner and Gains (2000) also discuss how advocates have been 

horrified at the speed at which inclusion policies have become operative without any 

informed or meaningful debate, in fact they go as far as stating categorically that 

inclusion is “the debate that never happened” (p8). They promote the concept of 

“responsible inclusion” (pi 1) which encompasses a full continuum of school based 

provision.

The principles of responsible inclusion include opportunities for teachers to access 

professional development, and allow flexibility to develop appropriate school policies, 

where alternative strategies and resources oan be used to support the academic and 

social progress of each individual pupil. According to Garner and Gains (2001) these 

principles call for proper and rational debate, however, Dyson (2001) argues that any 

debate on inclusion must be a “real debate” (p64) which will address and move forward 

the real issues facing the education system rather than creating a feeling of “here we go 

again -  around the same old arguments that have dogged our field for years” (p64). 

Dyson (2001) insists that any further debate must tackle inclusion issues purposefully 

and must be relevant to this century. The Index for Inclusion (Booth and Ainscow, 

2002), is one resource to initiate discussion and debate in schools and to support the 

development of an inclusive culture with inclusive policy and practice; however, Dyson 

(2001) argues that there is also a need to raise fundamental questions such as:

• What sort of teaching skills, management skills and forms of school 

organization do we need to overcome the marginalisation of large numbers of 

students?

43



• What sort of curriculum should students have access to? What is essential for 

all to learn -  and what is optional?

• What do we think our education system is for? What are we trying to achieve 

with and on behalf of the students? What sort of society are we trying to create?

• How do we link our educational policies with wider aspects of public policy -  

particularly regarding marginalised groups? What can schools achieve alone? 

Where do they need support? And what wider policies should they themselves 

support?

• Finally who are the ‘we’ who should be making these decisions? Who should 

be involved in the debate and on what terms? (p64).

Dyson’s (2001) questions about inclusion are certainly pertinent to all those involved in 

the education of children with SEN, and according to Forlin, Douglas and Hattie (1996), 

one important element of successful inclusion in schools is the philosophy and practice 

of the personnel who play a major role in its implementation.

Despite the ongoing issues and dilemmas about the variations in inclusive practice and 

definitions of inclusion, Northern Ireland hhs followed the trend which has evolved 

throughout the 20lh century and has progressed with the development and 

implementation of inclusion. There was evidence of this prior to SEiNDO becoming 

operative; however, now that the legislation is in place, there is an even greater need for 

schools to consider the implications of SENDO in promoting inclusive practice. In 

order to achieve a culture that embraces inclusion, there is a need for schools to 

continually reconceptualise philosophy, polices, practices and roles with proactive 

responsiveness so that the process of inclusion can be ongoing.

There is also a need to embrace inclusion at whole school level and at classroom level 

with roles and responsibilities for all teaching and non-teaching staff. In helping to 

support this, Campbell, Gilbourn, hunt, Sammons, Vincent, Warren, and Whitty (2002) 

put forward a comprehensive list of strategies which can be used to help put inclusion 

into practice:
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• Monitoring and evaluation (integral to the process).

• Inclusive leadership.

• Inclusive whole school culture.

• High expectations for pupils.

• Valuing pupil perspectives and involvement.

• Clear and consistent whole school policies.

• Promotion of inclusive learning and teaching strategies.

• Inclusive classroom structures and practices.

• Additional supports for pupils and staff.

• Recognition and respect for community languages.

• Inclusive staff collaboration and teamwork.

• Positive action to promote good social relationships.

• Inclusive communication.

• Inclusive parental involvement.

• Inclusive inter-school collaboration.

• Inclusive interagency collaboration.

• Inclusive community involvement.

• Provision of adequate financial and other resources.

• Continuing professional development (ppl 99 -  202).

This list can be helpful to all staff but perhaps most helpful to the SENCO who now has 

an extensive range of duties associated with co-ordinating SEN as well as ensuring 

effective inclusive education for all.

Over the years there have been significant changes in the role of the SENCO. As 

previously discussed, the COP (1998) clearly sets out the role of the SENCO where the 

emphasis was to change from being a ‘remedial teacher’ or ‘special needs teacher’ who 

withdraws children from class in small groups or on a one to one basis for literacy or 

numeracy support, to a co-ordinating role.
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3.5 The Changing Role of the SENCO

Winter and Kilpatrick (1999) report how in Northern Ireland the COP (1998) 

“established a pivotal role for SENCOs” (p i80) causing them to further develop their 

role. Since 1998 the role of the SENCO has been a changing role: from the researcher’s 

experience, SENCOs who will be skilled teachers in their own subject or phase have in 

addition been required to develop the particular aspects of knowledge and 

understanding required for co-ordinating SEN in schools. There has been an 

expectation to embrace a number of new roles to demonstrate their knowledge and 

understanding in each of the key areas of SEN co-ordination: strategic direction and 

development of provision in the school, learning and teaching, leading and managing 

staff and efficient and effective deployment of staff and resources. The following roles 

are those which SENCOs are expected to be involved in following the introduction of 

the COP (1998):

A Teaching Role:

A teaching role for a SENCO can include a variety of methodologies including teaching 

whole classes or withdrawing individuals and groups for additional support. It may also 

involve co-operating with colleagues in joint teaching approaches. The SENCO, as a 

teacher, would be expected to understand the characteristics of effective learning and 

teaching styles, including the main strategies for improving and sustaining high 

standards of pupil achievement to promote physical, social, emotional and academic 

development for all pupils including those with SEN. They would also be expected to 

use the right methodology to meet the needs of individual pupils and at the same time 

work within the realms of the school policy.

An Assessment Role:
The SENCO is required to devise implement and evaluate systems for identifying 

assessing and reviewing pupils’ SEN. There is a need to support differentiated 

assessment procedures to assess children’s needs, help formulate implement and review 

Individualised Education Plans (IEPs) and co-ordinate the use of support strategies and 

appropriate resources to best support pupils with SEN.
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A Liaison Role:

SENCOs should be able to communicate, negotiate, consult and liaise effectively, orally 

and in writing, with the principal, other staff, parents, pupils, governors and external 

agencies including ELBs, medical and social services and voluntary bodies as well as 

partner primary, secondary and special schools. They also need to be able to convene 

and chair meetings, reviews and case conferences effectively, so that everyone feels 

valued and that the outcomes of the process are meaningful. Another more recent 

requirement is the need to be able to use Information and Communication Technology 

(ICT) efficiently as a means of gathering and disseminating information about pupils 

with SEN.

A Decision Making Role:

SENCOS need to have the ability to solve problems and to make decisions in respect of 

issues involving pupils with SEN. This includes understanding, analysing and 

interpreting data and information, judging when to consult with others and taking the 

best course of action. One important aspect of the decision making role is to make 

appropriate judgements over issues of confidentiality.

A Staff Development Role:
The SENCOs responsibility for staff development has increased since the introduction 

of the COP (1998). SENCOs are now expected to attend and feed back from SEN 

courses and organize staff development programmes. In order to do this successfully, 

they need first of all to take responsibility for their own professional development. The 

SENCO then needs to command credibility through their knowledge and use their 

expertise to influence others. SENCOs also need to be good role models; set standards 

and disseminate and encourage the effective application of good practice throughout the 

school.

A Leadership / Management role:

In order to co-ordinate the provision effectively for children with SEN, the SENCO 

should have a leadership / management role. SENCOs should have opportunity to be 

part of or contribute to the senior management team (SMT) on issues related to policy
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development and resources within the school. They should be in a position to provide 

professional direction throughout the school, create and foster commitment and 

confidence among staff to meet the needs of children with SEN.

In carrying out these roles SENCOs need to have good personal attributes including 

commitment, reliability, integrity, enthusiasm, self-confidence and personal impact and 

presence. Their job can also be very prescriptive and administrative in developing, 

updating and overseeing record systems which support the work of SEN, therefore 

SENCOs also need to have energy, vigour and perseverance.

Based on the premise that the expectation and role of the SENCO has changed since the 

COP (1998) became operative, it is likely that the role of the SENCO will continue to 

change following the introduction of SENDO. This would be needed to enable schools 

to meet the needs of the increasing numbers of children with SEN in mainstream 

schools as well as co co-ordinating the provision for children with disability. There is 

also therefore, a need for SENCOs to have the adaptability to cope with changing 

circumstances and new ideas.

Bines and Loxley (1995) felt that the COP (1994) had made SENCOs responsibilities

very clear; however, they also felt that the demands of the increased role at that time

were difficult for the SENCO to accomplish. SENCOs were considered to be “Jack of

all trades” (Bines and Loxley, 1995, p i88). Dyson and Gains (1995) agreed with Bines

and Loxley’s (1995) sentiments about the amount of work expected from the SENCO:

The COP, whatever its benefits for children with special needs, is felt to 
impose an enormous -  perhaps overwhelming burden on co-ordinators, 
threatening to reduce secondary co-ordinators to bureaucratic administrators 
and to require primary co-ordinators to carry out duties for which they 
neither have the time nor resources (Dyson and Gains, 1995, p50).

From these sentiments it could be argued that the expectations of carrying out all of the 

tasks as outlined in the COP (1994) and the COP (1998): ensuring effective and 

efficient communication with staff, pupils, parents and other appropriate agencies as 

well as co-ordinating provision and ensuring that policy is implemented appropriately, 

are unrealistic and unreasonable.
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Clarke, Dyson and Millward (1995) saw the SENCO as a manager of organizational 

change and development and were in agreement with Bines and Loxley (1995) that 

there was a shift “from the curricular to managerial administrative activity by 

coordinators, which reflects a general move, poses new problems in terms of the 

definition of the coordinators role” (Bines and Loxley, 1995, p392). In fact since the 

introduction of the COP (1994) and subsequently the COP (1998), the changing role of 

the SENCO has been the subject of much debate. There have been a number of 

different interpretations as to how the role of the SENCO appears to be an ever 

developing role and how it needs to be ever changing in order to fulfil their ongoing 

commitment.

Derrington’s (1997) interpretation was that there are three types of SENCOs: first, those 

who have a substantial teaching commitment, who complete a lot of the administrative 

tasks at home and do as much as they can during the school day. Second, there are the 

SENCOs who have a reduced timetable and sole responsibility for the full co-ordination 

and administration during the school day and third the SENCOs who maintain a 

substantial teaching timetable and who share the SENCO duties with their colleagues. 

Ainscow (1998) classified the SENCOs in/three different ways: a maintenance role 

responding to meeting individual children’s needs with existing arrangements, a 

modifying role where the SENCO responds to children’s individual needs by adapting 

the existing arrangements and a development role where the SENCO responds to 

meeting individual children’s needs by working with colleagues to make other 

arrangements to facilitate the learning of all pupils.

Interestingly, even before the COP (1994) and the COP (1998) became operative,

Dyson (1993) in Visser and Upton (1993) argued that the role of the SENCO was full of

tensions and contradictions. lie also had an interpretation of the changing role of the

SENCO, focusing on a shift from “special needs provision” (p i00) to a “special

response system” (p i02). Dyson (1993) describes this as

a double move away from an exclusive concern with a clearly delineated 
group of students with special needs towards a concern with supporting the 
learning of all students; and away from direct interventions with students 
towards an involvement in staff and organisational development (pi 05).
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He discusses the changing role of the SENCO under four types of co-ordinator: the 

traditional co-ordinator, the extended co-ordinator, the transformed co-ordinator and the 

disappearing co-ordinator. In addition, he presents these descriptive roles as a coherent 

model to help SENCOs identify their current position with regard to inclusive practice 

and to determine future changes needed in developing a whole school approach to 

inclusion.

The Traditional Co-ordinator

This type of co-ordinator remains grounded in the traditional special needs role and 

operates a special provision system. They are generally known as ‘Remedial Teacher' 

or ‘Special Needs Teacher’ and work exclusively with children with learning 

difficulties.

The Extended Co-ordinator

Dyson (1993) would view these co-ordinators as becoming “radical slowly” (p i05). 

He also believes that they, along with the traditional co-ordinators are still grounded in 

the philosophy of traditional special needs provision, targeting a narrow range of special 

needs pupils. The extended co-ordinators are quite likely to have an incrementalist 

approach to change; however, Dyson (1993) maintains that they move steadily towards 

becoming involved in some more non special needs issues and development activities 

across the school.

The Transformed Co-ordinator

SENCOs that fall into this category are presented by Dyson (1993) as the “few co

ordinators who appear to have completed the transition from manager of special needs 

to managers of special response” (p i06). They view themselves as having a much 

broader brief than the traditional co-ordinator and prefer titles such as “learning support 

co-ordinators” or “learning and teaching co-ordinators” (p i06). Transformed co

ordinators probably have duel roles; some involvement in teaching children with 

learning difficulties, but also explicit responsibilities for developing policies, resources 

and strategies for effective mainstream learning situations.
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The Disappearing Co-ordinator

This concept introduced by Dyson (1993) could be viewed as both a positive and 

negative development. The idea where the responsibilities of a SENCO have been 

devolved and where staff works collaboratively to develop a wide range of structures to 

support a wide range of special needs, appears to be very positive and idealistic in 

developing a whole school special response system. In contrast to this, the idea of the 

disappearing co-ordinator can be negative. Not having a SENCO could lead to special 

needs problems going unrecognised or with no one having responsibility to develop and 

co-ordinate the special response system.

Having considered a number of interpretations of the role of the SENCO, the researcher 

of this study was particularly interested in Dyson’s (1993) model. These categories 

stimulated immense interest to explore the status of the SENCOs in Northern Ireland as 

to whether or not they were still operating as the traditional co-ordinators, extended co

ordinators or transformed co-ordinators, or how far along the continuum they had come 

in preparation for the implementation of SENDO.

According to Dyson (1993) “Co-ordinators are in fact moving from a narrower towards 

a much broader definition of their role” (pi 07), however, many other researchers argue 

that there is still a wide range of practice among SENCOs, where the changing role has 

been fraught with challenges and difficulties in implementing the changes to promote 

inclusion. Around the time of the introduction of the COP (1994), Simmons (1994), 

Bines and Eoxley (1995) and Smith (1996) all raised awareness about the increased 

workload and responsibilities for SENCOs. A few years later Bines (1998) also agreed 

“...there is now a huge range of expectations and pressures on the SENCO and an 

extremely demanding agenda to fulfil” (PI2). Perhaps, therefore, it is not surprising 

that around the same time Dyson and Millward (1998) found that the new' role of the 

SENCO wus not w'ell established and that the majority of primary SENCOs in Northern 

Ireland were operating as remedial English teachers.

The main challenges found by various researchers to date include increased workloads 

and a lack of time. Garner, Hinchcliffe and Sandon (1995) report on the number of
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SENCOs who have full time teaching commitments as well as undertaking the role of 

SENCO. Similarly Dyson and Millward's (1998) study discovered that the majority of 

primary SENCOs in Northern Ireland had other responsibilities in addition to their 

teaching and SENCO role. Lack of time was highlighted in research carried out by 

Bines and Loxley (1995), Derrington (1997) and Rolnick (1998). Their studies showed 

similarities in that there was a lack of timetabled hours within schools and that SENCOs 

had to work outside of school time. These results were reiterated hy Wearmouth (2001) 

in a description of her personal work as a SENCO in a secondary school in West 

Yorkshire. She agreed with previous researchers’ claims about lack of time. 

Wearmouth (2001) also added “the co-ordinator’s job can be a lonely and isolated one 

at times” (pi 47).

Mittler (2000) endorses the need for SENCOs to have more time “to undertake 

collaborative planning with class or subject teachers; to liaise with parents and with 

agencies and services outside the school and to maintain the register and to prepare 

IEPs” (p90), as he believes that SENCOs are physically and professionally exhausted.

The lack of time continues to be an issue, indicated in a more recent study carried out by 

the Education and Training Inspectorate (DE, 2006) in Post Primary schools. This 

report also recommends the need for “a more adequate time allowance for SENCOs to 

allow them time to respond more effectively to the needs of the pupils who require 

additional help, and to assist them to liaise more appropriately with other teachers and 

support staff’ (p5).

Other areas which research has shown to challenge SENCOs include a lack of 

autonomy and status (Dyson. Lin and Mi 11 ward, 1996), stress (Rolnick, 1998) and 

regimented financial procedures (Wearmouth, 2001). Hicks (2003) reports how the 

Office for Standards in Education (OFSTED, 2003) discovered the need for further 

clarification of managerial and leadership aspects of the role, and Rossiter (2005) and 

Robinson (2006) both reported that there was a lack of funding to enable them to carry 

out their roles effectively.
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A lack of knowledge about the role including the need for training was also found to be 

a key challenge. The need for training was first raised by Warnock (1978) when she 

recommended in service training in the area of special needs. This idea of additional 

training in all aspects of SEN was again noted by Mittler (1992) with Smith (1996) who 

also put forward the idea that SENCOs’ training courses should result in certification. 

Dyson and Millward (1998) felt that SENCOs were inadequately prepared for the 

changing role as outlined in the COP (1998) and the COP (1998) even stated that 

“schools and boards should consider the particular training needs of the SEN co

ordinators in the light of this code-’ (p9).

Appropriate training continues to be an area of concern. Following the introduction of 

the COP (1994) Davies and Garner (1997) raised the issue that SENCOs had very little 

knowledge about the legislation associated with managing SEN. This was raised again 

after SENDA (2001) became operative and following the introduction of the revised 

Code of Practice (2001), when Cole and Johnston (2004) (cited in Cole, 2005) sought 

the views of SENCOs about their changing role. Cole (2005) reports that many of the 

SENCOs were deeply concerned about their role in relation to the law and that their 

main worry was “a growing fear of litigation in relation to children with learning 

difficulties / disabilities under the new legislation” (p6). The new legislation SENDO is 

now operative in Northern Ireland and in following the trend of concerns of SENCOs to 

date; it raises issues about how everyone in Northern Ireland, especially the SENCOs 

will manage change in the implementation of the legislation, policy and practice.

3.6 Change

Throughout life, everyone continually participates in or initiates change, an inherently 

complex process, involving both individual and collaborative experiences to accomplish 

solutions. Over the past decade current observation from the researcher of this study 

suggests that there has been a relentless surge of ‘political correctness’, a term relating 

to the avoidance of expressions or actions which prevent vulnerable members of society 

from being offended, excluded or marginalized. This has been a contributing factor in 

making social change happen in most areas of modern western culture, not least in the
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field of education, and is especially pertinent with the advancement of the inclusion 

agenda and the introduction of SENDO in Northern Ireland. It would appear that 

modern society is becoming more accepting of the ethos of sensitivity and respect for 

everybody, especially the socially and educationally disadvantaged, religious and racial 

minorities, and the fringe members of society. The application of ‘political correctness’ 

can bring positive change if there is an acceptance of the diversity of individuals, where 

everyone is valued and respected through social conformity in an ever-changing society.

Change is a perpetual complex process which individuals continually experience in 

varying degrees; minor change, which is easy to cope with, or radical change, which can 

be difficult to manage. The management of change has been the subject of many 

studies and investigations and James and Connolly (2000, pp 18-32) discuss many of the 

key issues, outlining a variety of ideas for understanding and analysing the change 

process. They identify Morrison’s (1998) main themes about change: structural and 

systemic, a multi-dimensional process that occurs over time. Morrison (1998) argues 

that change management is viewed differently by various participants and therefore 

requires investment into a range of flexible and adaptive responses and resources. 

Investigating the perceptions of SENCOs/about SENDO should therefore provide 

information about a variety of views and issues related to the implementation of 

SENDO, including different approaches used to manage the process.

Connor (1995) (cited in James and Connolly, 2000) helps us to understand a number of 

reasons which make the management of change difficult, including beliefs that change 

is unnecessary or not feasible and not in keeping with personal values. Individuals can 

sometimes feel threatened about fear of failure, resentment of interference or loss of 

status, power or job security. There may be issues around lack of trust of the motives 

behind the rationale for change including economic threats and lack of resources. Many 

of the aforementioned issues around managing change have been considered within the 

context of change in society at large, but are also pertinent within the field of education. 

James and Connolly (2000, pi 7) argue “schools are organisations built for management 

of change”, suggesting that “To learn is to change” (pi 7) and therefore highlighting the 

role of the learning organizations within the complexity of educational change.
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3.7 Educational Change

Productive educational change is complex, aiming to enhance learning, achievement 

and development for everyone involved in the educational system. Senge (1990) 

suggests that educational change is about continuous capacity building within learning 

organizations “where people continually expand their capacities to create results they 

truly desire, where new and expansive patterns of thinking are nurtured, where 

collective aspiration is set free, and where people are continually learning how to learn 

together” (p3). Kerka (2006) discusses how vital it is for learning organizations to 

promote a culture of continuous learning opportunities. She argues that Senge’s (2001) 

live disciplines: “personal mastery...mental models...shared vision... team learning... 

and systems thinking” (p 11) are all important within the context of a whole school 

approach where everyone has a focus of moral purpose (making a difference for all 

pupils), and key to successful change in an effective learning organization over a period 

of time.

Fullan (1999) discusses the complexity of achieving moral purpose in education and 

contends that change creates confusion, frustration and discouragement. He emphasises 

“In postmodern society, more than ever before, a strong commitment to the role of 

moral purpose in education reform is crucial” ...however... “staying committed to it and 

making progress in achieving it are enormously difficult” (pi). According to Glaser 

(1970) in Wittrock and Riley (1970) “education does not have a fixed beginning or end 

with neat packages” (p72) therefore, “it is reasonable for evaluation practices and 

procedures to change as the nature of education changes”. (p70). In order to accomplish 

important educational goals therefore, all stakeholders have a responsibility to 

contribute to the continuous evaluation of system reform interacting purposefully to 

keep pace with the fast moving advances in education. Once again, within this context 

the idea of a ‘top down’ policy needing ‘bottom up’ support has been raised and the 

idea of obtaining SENCOs views of the impact of SENDO would assist with evaluating 

the progress of the implementation of the new legislation.

New legislation almost always brings substantial change involving complex processes 

and constant inquiry. Government policy such as the introduction of SENDO, which
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further promotes inclusion in Northern Ireland, presents us with an “unknowable” 

(Fullan, 1993) situation, where no one knows where they are going until they embark on 

the journey. Howev er, even though the principles of inclusion have already been 

embraced within our educational system, Senge (1990) would argue that there is likely 

to be “detailed complexity” (p281) where all the variables that can possibly lead to a 

problem are likely to be identified. Factors such as new leadership, changing roles, 

advances in technology, lack of resources etc can lead to conflict where “No one could 

possibly come to figure out all these interactions” (Senge, 1990, p281).

Fullan, (1993) however, advocates “conflict is essential” (p27) if we are to value the 

process of finding a solution. Embracing legislation such as SENDO can require a 

change of mindset for some people to develop empathy and relationships across diverse 

groups. Being prepared for a journey of uncertainty can only be successful when a 

combination of individuals and groups, within a learning community, work together.

Educational change requires decision makers to constantly prove their effectiveness, to 

focus on the sustainability of existing good practice as well as ensuring continuous 

improvement and McLaughlin (1990) ( cited in Fullan, 1993) reminds us that “what 

really matters for complex goals of change are skills, creative thinking, and committed 

action” (p22) especially in the face of unpredictable change. Fullan (1991) adds another 

dimension to the concept of change arguing that “change may come about because it is 

imposed on us (by natural events or deliberate reform) or because we voluntarily 

participate in or even initiate change, when we find dissatisfaction, inconsistency, or 

even intolerability in our current situation” (p3).

It could be argued that inclusive education has been “imposed change” in Northern 

Ireland through the SENDO legislation; however, there is a counter argument that 

Northern Ireland had already initiated “voluntary change”, with 60% (DE, 2005 p50) of 

our statemented pupils already in mainstream education.
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Fullan (1991 pp41 -42) argues

Mainstreaming is one of the more complex changes on the current 
educational scene, and as such it highlights the dimensions of change and the 
magnitude of the task in bringing about major educational reform -  valuing 
new beliefs; cognitively understanding the interrelationship between the 
philosophical principles and concrete diagnosis and treatment; changing the 
roles and role relationships between regular classroom teachers and special 
education teachers, and between school personnel and community members 
and professionals outside the school.

Whether or not inclusive education in Northern Ireland has come about through 

imposed or voluntary change, James and Connolly (2000, p i6) emphasise '"'Anxiety is 

likely to be the dominant emotion in the management of both imposed and self-initiated 

change”, whereas Fullan (1994) argues “while change is good” (p ill) ... “it is messy, 

overloaded, relentless, fragmented and so on -  yet, with the right capacities, amenable 

to positive action” (pi).

SENDO will undoubtedly cause change and anxiety in Northern Ireland in further 

advancing the inclusion agenda within the education system, and as with any change in 

practice, emotions and learning will be inextricably linked. Working through the 

process of change can be like a roller coaster, full of ups and downs, therefore in 

relation to inclusive education in Northern Ireland, it is possible that while there will be 

a number of difficulties along the way, change could flourish when the implementation 

of the legislation meets the hearts and minds of all those within the learning community. 

There is a need for everyone involved in the field of education to question the status 

quo, in light of continual changing and contentious issues about inclusion. All those 

who work with children and young people need to work towards having a shared vision 

about how best to implement SENDO to achieve an inclusive education system in 

Northern Ireland over an extended period of time. Effective change would then result in 

a sense of personal achievement and professional mastery for all involved.

At the initial stage of change however, Fullan (1991) suggests that teachers are often 

more worried about how the change will affect them personally, in terms of their every 

day work, therefore, within this context, the researcher is interested in investigating the 

subjective reality of SENCOs and their views about the changes needed to implement
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SENDO. The researcher feels that there would be a need to obtain both qualitative and 

quantitative data in order to give detailed consideration to individual change as well as 

change within the wider context of Northern Ireland; therefore, within the overall 

theoretical framework of change, the research seeks to address the following aim and 

objectives.

3.8 Aim of the Research

The aim of the research is to investigate the key implications for Special Educational 

Needs Co-ordinators (SENCOs) in Northern Ireland in implementing the Special 

Educational Needs and Disability (Northern Ireland) Order (SENDO 2005).

3.9 Objectives of the Research

In order to achieve such an aim the research will investigate the perceptions of SENCOs 

across Northern Ireland to address the following objectives:

• To consider the current situation in Northern Ireland in relation to arrangements 

for managing pupils with SEN or disability in mainstream schools.

• To investigate the variation of current status / role of the SENCO throughout 

Northern Ireland.

• To identify the main issues and dilemmas for SENCOs in Northern Ireland in 

managing children with SEN or disability.

• To investigate the current and potential future challenges and implications for 

SENCOs in implementing SENDO.

• To consider how the role of the SENCO might change in the future in order to 

successfully implement SENDO.

• To consider other possible suggestions and recommendations to support the 

implementation of SENDO.

• To provide new knowledge about how SENDO has impacted on the education 

system in Northern Ireland.
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It is anticipated that the outcomes of this research will:

• Provide useful information for the Government and all other relevant bodies in 

‘mapping’ the way forward for inclusion in Northern Ireland.

• Provide guidance for colleagues within the Inter-board Learning Support Group 

who are also responsible for supporting SENCOs throughout Northern Ireland.

• Provide useful information for the researcher’s future work programme to meet 

the needs of SENCOs.

• Enhance the researcher’s knowledge and professional development.

3.10 Summary

Following an in-depth study of the relevant literature, this chapter considered a number 

of trends, issues and dilemmas around inclusive practice. In the first part of the chapter, 

variations in definitions were examined and arguments for and against inclusion were 

discussed in attempting to develop a deeper understanding of the concept of inclusion. 

It was concluded that the debate about inclusion is still contemporary with no consensus 

as to an agreed definition.

The second part of the chapter focused on the role of the SENCO, as one of the key 

people involved in promoting inclusive practice in schools. The changing role of the 

SENCO was discussed at length, highlighting the general expectations from a SENCO 

as well as raising many of the issues and challenges which SENCOs have had to face as 

the development and implementation of policy and legislation have advanced 

throughout the UK. In relation to the changing role of the SENCO, this section also 

considered the concept of change set within the context of educational change due to 

SENDO becoming operative in Northern Ireland

Previous studies about the changing role of the SENCO were acknowledged with a 

number of different researchers identifying a number of key challenges for SENCOs. 

These included increased workload (Bines and Loxley, 1995; Smith, 1996; Bines, 

1998), a lack of time (Bines and Loxley, 1995; Derrington, 1997; Rolnick, 1998) yet 

more responsibility (Simmons, 1994; Dyson and Gains, 1995) and accountability
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without appropriate training (Warnock, 1978; Mittler, 1992). Issues around autonomy 

and status (Dyson et al, 1996) and funding (Wearmouth, 2001) were also raised. In 

addition there was fear of litigation (Davies and Garner, 1997) due to continual changes 

in policy and practice which have caused anxiety and stress (Rolnick, 1998).

Now with the new legislation in Northern Ireland many of the issues and challenges are 

likely to be pertinent for SENCOs in schools across Northern Ireland and therefore the 

researcher of this study felt there was a very definite need for this research. SEN DO 

has been operational since 1st September 2005; therefor e it seemed timely to take 

cognisance of Dyson’s (2001) idea to address the real issue facing education and to 

debate what needs to be done to move the issue forward. The researcher therefore 

decided to consider the changing role of the SENCO and investigate the key challenges 

and implications for SENCOs in implementing SENDO.

According to Lewis and Munn (1997) “it is important, then, before we embark on an 

enquiry, that we are clear about precisely what it is we are interested in investigating. A 

research question  is one which makes explicit the precise area of an investigation. It 

identifies, within the area of general concern, the specific aspect(s) which is or are of 

particular interest” (p5). They also discuss how a research question is vital in guiding 

researchers towards the kind of information they require and help with analysing the 

information collected. Having therefore considered Lewis and Munn’s (1997) thoughts 

within the context of the aim and objectives of this research, the researcher decided on 

the following as the main research question: What are the implications for SENCOs in 

Northern Ireland in implementing SENDO?
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CHAPTER 4

DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY

4.1 Introduction

The introduction of SENDO provided the catalyst for this research: to investigate the 

key implications for Special Needs Co-ordinators (SENCOs) in Northern Ireland in 

implementing the Special Educational Needs and Disability (Northern Ireland) Order 

(SENDO 2005). This chapter outlines the design and methodology for the study 

including:

• Research methodology.

• The rationale for the research methodology for this study.

► Consideration of problematics: reliability and validity.

► A multi-method approach.

• Ethics of research.

• Survey questionnaire.

• The design and development of the survey questionnaire.

► Content.

► Question construction.

► Format and structure of the questionnaire.

► Piloting the questionnaire.

► Procedures for administration of the questionnaire.

► Data collection and analysis.

• Semi structured interviews with groups of SENCOs.

► The development and content of the semi structured interview questions.

► Planning the group interviews.

► Procedures for conducting the group interviews.

► Group interview analysis

• Summary.
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4.2 Research Methodology

Research has been defined by Kerlinger (1970) as a systematic, controlled, empirical 

and critical investigation, or according to Cohen and Manion (1989, p5) “a combination 

of both experience and reasoning and must be regarded as the most successful approach 

to the discovery of truth, particularly as far as the natural sciences are concerned”. In 

recent years however, research methodology, especially educational research, has 

changed considerably. The emphasis has moved from the “scientific method” (Cohen 

and Manion, 1989, p20) where quantitative or statistical findings are based on empirical 

warrant to using qualitative methods to try to understand the world of individuals and to 

“gather data at a particular time with the intention of describing the nature of the 

existing condition” (Cohen, Manion and Morrison 2000, p i69). Cohen et al (2000, p73) 

also contend that “research design is governed by the notion of fitness for a purpose” 

with Jahoda et al (1962) (cited in Kumar, 1996) adding that a research design must 

“combine relevance to the research purpose with economy in procedure” (p74).

This study, therefore, required an eclectic approach to determine the best research 

methodology for the enquiry. Premised on fitness for purpose, economy in procedure, 

consideration of research problematics such as reliability and validity, and the 

predominantly qualitative nature of the research question, the researcher decided on the 

use of mixed methods operationalised through:

1) A survey questionnaire (see appendix 1).

2) Semi structured interviews with groups of SENCOs (see appendix 2).

4.3 Rationale for Research Methodology

4.3.1 Problematics -  Reliability and Validity

Choosing the most appropriate research instrument is important to address reliability 

and validity. Reliability is defined as the "degree to which the finding is independent of 

accidental circumstances of the research” or “the extent to which a measurement 

procedure yields the same answer” and validity is defined as the "degree to which the 

finding is interpreted in the correct way” or “the extent to which it gives the correct
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answer” (Kirk and Miller, 1986, pp 19-20). Both these issues were considered in the 

methods used by the researcher as well as in the presentation of the findings of the 

study.

In terms of reliability and validity, Cohen and Manion (1989) encourage using a “multi

method approach” (p266) to obtain a holistic view of information desired to meet the 

research objectives. Furthermore, they maintain that exclusive reliance on a single 

method of research may bias or distort the researcher's picture or the reality of what is 

being investigated. Cohen and Manion (1989) believe that the researcher needs to be 

confident that the data generated are not simply artefacts of one specific method of 

collection, and therefore state that "the more methods contrast with each other, the 

greater the researcher’s confidence” (p255).

4.3.2 Multi-Method Approach

The use of a multi-method approach contrasts with the more vulnerable single method 

approach. For this study the researcher collected both qualitative and quantitative data 

and used a multi-method approach or a strategy known as triangulation. Triangulation, 

according to Cohen and Manion (1989) is the use of multiple methods or triangular 

techniques “to map out more fully, the richness and complexity of human behaviour by 

studying it from more than one stand point, and, in doing so, by making use of both 

quantitative and qualitative data” (p254). The use of multiple methods has also been 

recommended by researchers such as McFee (1992), Denzin and Lincoln (1994) and 

Cohen et al (2000). They all believe that it is important to use interconnected methods 

rather than relying on a single source of evidence, where there are possibilities of 

inaccuracies which could impact on the results of the enquiry. Denzin and Lincoln 

(1994) suggest that "the use of multimethods or triangulation reflects an attempt to 

secure an in-depth understanding of the phenomenon in question” (p2).

Within the context of this study, Greene, Caracelli and Graham (1994) present five 

reasons for using a multi-method approach, all of which are significant and worth 

consideration:
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• Using both a survey and semi structured interviews allows triangulation to take 

place.

• Analysis of survey data and the identification of key issues form the foundation 

for the content for semi structured follow up interviews.

• Follow up interviews permit key issues (highlighted in a survey) to be further 

explored.

• Interviews allow discussions around issues that may not always be fully 

illuminated in a survey.

• The use of mixed research methods adds breadth and depth to a study.

The data collected for this study were in quantitative form complemented by qualitative 

data, fhe quantitative data provided the statistical data required for the enquiry and the 

qualitative data gleaned the perceptions of the SENCOs. The qualitative data also 

reflected the subjective reality of everyone involved, including the researcher.

In selecting the methods to collect data, Cohen and Manion (1989) suggest that the 

decision depends on the kind of information required and the context of the research. 

They also contend that a controversial aspect of education needs to be evaluated fully, 

and if the researcher wants to integrate objective and subjective perspectives, then a 

multi-method approach using contrasting methods is most suitable.

Premised on the arguments about how using a multi-method approach adds vigour to an 

investigation, the researcher of this study used both a postal questionnaire and semi 

structured group interviews as distinct, but interrelated research methods. These 

methods were chosen to build as full a picture as possible about the implications for 

SENCOs in Northern Ireland in implementing SENDO and to enable the researcher to 

impose some kind of meaning on “normative or quantifiable” data along with 

“interpretive or qualitative” data (Cohen and Manion, 1989, p266).

Educational research aims to extend knowledge and understanding, and throughout the 

process the researcher, in addition to addressing issues around reliability and validity, 

also took cognisance of the ethics of research.
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4.4 Ethics of Research

It is important that all researchers “weigh up all aspects of the process of conducting 

educational research within any given context...to reach an ethically acceptable position 

in which their actions are considered justifiable and sound” (British Educational 

Research Association (BERA), 2004,p3) Whilst it is also important that all

stakeholders are ethical and adhere to a code of professional practice, the researcher 

ensured that the methodologies for this study were, as far as possible, designed and 

conducted with an ethic of respect to:

• Protect anonymity and confidentially of the participants (individuals and their 

schools) yet still obtain relevant and necessary information.

• Ensure that the concepts of sensitivity, intrusion of privacy or exploitation of 

vulnerabilities of participants were minimal.

• Give paramouncy to accurate reporting and confidentiality in how the 

information would be used.

• Acknowledge responsibilities to participants, in relation to the selection process.

• Ensure that the principle of voluntary participation was considered where there 

was no obligation for the participants to complete the questionnaire or to 

contribute to the semi structured interviews.

• Acknowledge responsibilities to Queen’s University Belfast -  School of 

Education with regard to their ethical guidelines and approval (see appendix 3).

Following consideration of reliability, validity and the ethics of research, it was decided 

that a questionnaire would be the most efficient and suitable instrument to explore the 

research question and associated issues. Follow up semi structured interviews with 

groups of SENCOs would enable the emerging issues to be further explored within the 

context of the study.

4.5 Survey Questionnaire

It is impossible in social science to have any research tool which is 100 percent reliable, 

however, the researcher felt the questionnaire would provide a legitimate channel to 

collect statistical data required for the enquiry. The researcher was w'ell aware that
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reliability demands consistency in data collection and analysis, as well as an 

understanding that if there was a repeat of the survey, it would yield similar results. On 

the other hand, the researcher knew that the interpretation of questions, the physical 

settings in which the instrument would be used, along with the moods and attitudes of 

the respondents would be uncontrollable factors which could have implications on the 

accuracy of the findings.

Kumar (1996) reasons that questionnaires are “the quickest way of collecting data” 

(pi 13), and where it is possible to collect information through “collective 

administration” (pi 13) then there is more likelihood of ensuring a high response rate 

which will illuminate the findings more fully. In addition to Kumar’s (1996) reasons 

for using a questionnaire, Cohen and Manion (1989) contend that a questionnaire is 

“perhaps the most commonly used descriptive method used in educational research” 

(p94), and argue that “an ideal questionnaire possesses the same properties as a good 

law: it is clear, unambiguous and uniformly works” (p i03). They also believe that “a 

well planned postal survey should obtain at least a 40 percent response rate” (pi 11).

Advantages of using a questionnaire include the efficient use of time in gathering 

responses from a large number of individuals, as well as being objective and therefore 

increasing validity by reducing researcher bias. In order to maximise co-operation, 

completion time should be short with most of the questions requiring a ‘please tick’ 

response. This allows for responses to be standardised, allowing analysis to be 

manageable and prevents variation in interpretation.

Disadvantages of questionnaires include time required in developing rationale, 

structuring the survey and planning the sequencing of questions. Other drawbacks 

related to reliability and validity are that some of the questions may not always be 

relevant, respondents may give answers which they feel might be morally or socially 

acceptable or respondents may write 'anything’ in order to dispatch the questionnaire as 

quickly as possible. Guba and Lincoln (1994) highlight further key disadvantages about 

the use of questionnaires: the inherent danger of stripping the data from its context and 

the possibility of removing meaning from the situation under investigation.
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Taking account of the possible positive and negative outcomes of using a questionnaire, 

the following arrangements were made in the design and development of the instrument 

to be used for the research.

4.6 The Design and Development of the Survey Questionnaire

4.6.1 Content

This section sets out to explain how the various statements and questions were 

conceptualized in order to provide the content for the questionnaire, so that the research 

question could be explored. The statements and questions were created from two 

distinct sources: an in-depth study of the literature and the professional knowledge and 

experience of the researcher, gleaned through previous school-based and centre-based 

SENCO support.

First, key issues about implications for SENCOs in relation to inclusive policies and 

practices in the past, emerged from the literature review. These included:

• Increased workloads.

• Lack of time.

• Additional responsibilities in addition to full time teaching commitments.

• Lack of autonomy and status.

• Stress.

• Regimented financial procedures.

• Lack of clarification about managerial / leadership aspects of the role.

• Lack of funding.

• Need for appropriate training.

• Need for accredited training.

• Lack of knowledge in relation to legislation.

• Lack of knowledge about the role of the SENCO.

• Lack of resources.
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Since these issues have been highlighted as previous challenges for SENCOs, they are 

important in relation to this study which attempts to investigate the key challenges for 

SENCOs in Northern Ireland in implementing the new legislation (SENDO).

Second, following discussions with SENCOs during school-based support for all issues 

related to SEN, as well as centre-based SENDO training sessions within the ELB in 

which the researcher works, the following issues emerged:

• The need for availability of additional funding to cover costs associated with:

► Continuous professional development for school staff in relation to 

SENDO.

► Providing cover for non-contact time for SENCOs to carry out their 

administrative, planning, monitoring and evaluating responsibilities.

► The acquisition of resources to implement the requirements of SENDO.

• The need for ongoing and additional support from ELB personnel related to 

specific work contexts as the implications of SENDO evolve.

• The need for further training for specific groups other than school staff:

► Peripatetic Service.

► Transport Department -  bus drivers and bus escorts.

► Youth Department.

► Library and Information Services.

► Property Services.

► Education Welfare Service.

• The need for further training in:

» Specific pupil difficulties including medical problems.

► Planning duties associated with SENDO.

► Legal aspects of SENDO.

► Opportunities to consider issues arising for schools as SENDO is 

implemented, and the dissemination of good practice developed by 

schools.

► The need to develop a strategy for a more integrated partnership between 

education and health services.
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► The need for a directory of support services with details of private, 

public and voluntary agencies which could benefit schools.

► The need for a model inclusion policy that schools could refer to in 

reviewing and developing policies and procedures.

Having identified the issues from the literature review and from conversations with 

SENCOs, the researcher was ready to structure the questionnaire. At this stage 

consideration was given to Cohen and Manion’s (1989) suggested pitfalls in question 

construction. Attempts were made to avoid “leading questions...highbrow 

questions”...irritating questions” and “complex questions” (p i05) resulting in the 

researcher utilising survey techniques to design an appropriate “self completion 

questionnaire” (pi03), which would glean the perceptions of SENCOs and help 

generalise the findings throughout Northern Ireland.

4.6.2 Question Construction

The questionnaire had a number of different response formats to obtain the best possible 

outcome from the research method. It was constructed using four question formats:

• Yes / no ‘tick’ boxes.

• ‘Tick’ or ‘fill in’ boxes.

• A series of Likert Statements with ‘tick box’ responses.

• One open-response question.

The tick box questions on the Likert Scale enabled SENCOs to select responses which 

they felt best represented their views. This was an attempt to glean perceptions about a 

range of issues. Likert Scales are one of the most widely used tools for measuring 

perceptions or attitudes to a lesser or greater degree and the results divide the 

respondents into broad groups which can be related to other variables. Depending on 

the type of research being carried out, Likert Scales may include up to ten categories of 

responses with a four or five Likert Scale often being used.
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Oppenheim (1996) argues for an odd number of categories to prevent forced responses, 

which he feels are of limited value, and promotes the inclusion of a ‘don’t know’ or 

‘undecided’ category as valid responses. On the other hand, Brown (2000) suggests that 

even numbered Likert Scales force respondents to make definite choices, which prevent 

attitudes about important issues being presented through nondescript or neutral 

responses. Brown (2000) however, also acknowledges that there is no such thing as a 

correct Likert Scale and that the decision depends on the type of information required.

For the purpose of this study, a five point Likert Scale with a ‘don’t know’ category was 

deemed to be the most appropriate. The researcher felt that there were many questions 

where the ‘don’t know’ category w'ould be a valid response, especially in relation to 

SENCOs perceptions about the feelings of other members of staff within their schools, 

and with regard to questions related to the further implications and challenges of 

SENDO. The ‘don’t know’ category was also positioned at the right hand side of the 

survey to help prevent respondents going for the middle of the road option and ticking 

the middle box.

One open response question was included, in spite of Cohen and Manion’s (1989) 

advice about them being “a less satisfactory way of eliciting information” (pi 07). They 

discuss the issues with analysing statistical and qualitative data which have been 

collected using the same research instrument, and explain the difficulties in probing 

respondents’ responses as to their exact meaning. The final question on the 

questionnaire, however, was used in addition to the ‘‘tick box” answers, to provide 

additional “valuable information” (pp 108 -109), about the future implications / 

challenges for SENCOs in relation to SENDO. The inclusion of this question gave 

SENCOs an opportunity to make additional comments and to address any areas which 

they felt had been omitted.

4.6.3 Format and Structure of the Questions

Having reached a decision about the content and question construction, the 

questionnaire was organized in three sections:
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• Section A -  About Yourself and your School

• Section B-Current Position

• Section C -  Future Implications and Challenges.

Section A -  About Yourself and your School

This section was devised to give:

• Information about the school including location, type and size.

• Personal information about the SENCO, including age range, gender, teaching 

experience and experience as a SENCO.

• Information about positions of responsibility, management arrangements, time 

allocation for the job and qualifications.

• Information about pupils with SEN and how they are currently managed.

Section B-Current Position

This section was designed to elicit information about the status of SENCOs in Northern 

Ireland and enabled them to express their views about a number of issues related to their 

current practice. Eikert statements were presented in a five point scale of:

• Strongly agree.

• Agree.

• Disagree.

• Strongly disagree.

• Don’t know.

Section C -  Future Implication and Challenges

This section focused on a number of issues relating to future implications and 

challenges in implementing SENDO. It was designed to provide information about:

• SENCOs’ knowledge about SENDO.

• Training needs for the future.

• Attitudes about inclusion for pupils with SEN or disability in mainstream 

schools.

• Capacity of mainstream schools to meet the needs of pupils with SEN or 

disability.
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In addition to providing information about the current position of SENCOs across the 

province, sections B and C were also designed to elicit information about the changing 

role of the SENCO in implementing SENDO. Section C also provided an open 

response question to allow for further comments.

The questionnaire also included a Follow Up -  Reply Slip, proving information about 

SENCOs who would be willing to take part in a follow up focus group. Having a 

follow up slip, where respondents have to provide contact details, can impact or affect 

results, therefore arrangements were made for the surveys to be collected independently 

from the researcher and the reply slips separated prior to the researcher having access to 

the survey. The Central Management Support Unit (CMSU), which has responsibility 

for co-ordinating programmes of fundamental service reviews across the ELBs in 

Northern Ireland, offered support with the administration, therefore a prepaid envelope 

addressed to the CMSU was also enclosed. This method of collection protected 

anonymity, yet still provided the details about a number of SENCOs who would be 

available for further consultation.

4.6.4 Piloting the Questionnaire

Cohen at al (2000) emphasise the importance of piloting a questionnaire stating that 

“the wording of questionnaires is of paramount importance and that pretesting is crucial 

to its success” (p260). Piloting leads to evolutionary planning, to engage in the theory 

of expanding success and contracting the less successful. Piloting also assists with 

reliability and validity in helping to ascertain if the questionnaire is appropriate to 

provide the researcher with accurate and meaningful data to answer the research 

question. In addition, the research instrument can be tested to:

• Address any ambiguity of difficulties w ith wording.

• Ensure that questions are written with both positive and negative value 

references, to prevent a response set in which respondents may be conditioned to 

follow the trend set by the first few answers.

• Check approximate time needed for completion.

• Highlight any further unforeseen problems.
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This survey was piloted with four SENCOs. The individuals were randomly selected 

from a SENCO cluster group on 16th February 2006. These SENCOs had arrived thirty 

minutes early for a session on “Dietary Influences on Children’s Learning” and the 

researcher took the opportunity to proceed with the piloting exercise. These SENCOs 

had varying lengths of experience and a range of knowledge and understanding about 

inclusion and SEN. Two of the SENCOs completed the pilot while they were waiting 

for the session to start, while the other two took the questionnaire home and posted it to 

the researcher on completion.

Feedback from the piloting led to the following amendments:

• Typing errors were corrected.

• Some questions were rewritten to give better clarity in the wording:

► Question 24 had “in your schools” inserted into the sentence.

► Question 73 had the word “physical” added.

► Question 71 had the terms “deaf / hard of hearing” and 

“blind / low vision” removed.

► Question 10 had “Special Needs Teacher” added as an additional 

category.

• The final survey was presented in a double sided booklet form: one SENCO 

commented that the single sided draft questionnaire looked “very lengthy” and 

that double sided “might reduce the perceived amount of work involved in 

completing the questionnaire”.

Other comments included:

• "I suspect many people will have difficulty with Question 2”.

• “Negative questions would be better framed positively”.

• “1 would remove the negatives and make the statements positive”.

• “Questions 82 and 94 are really very difficult to answer in the abstract because it 

depends entirely (or almost entirely) on the degree of disability or the degree of 

SEN”.
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• “It’ll be a colossal task to manage when you get the responses, but 1 don’t doubt 

the results will be fascinating and very useful to all involved in education in 

Northern Ireland”.

The researcher valued the comments made by the respondents, restructured some of the 

questions, but still maintained the positive and the negative value references in the final 

questionnaire. This was done with the hope that the respondents would engage in each 

question independently, and hopefully further enhance reliability and validity. 

Following the piloting exercise, the researcher was also in a position to estimate that the 

time for completion would be twenty minutes.

4.6.5 Procedures lor Administration of the Questionnaire.

Following the amendments made after the piloting, the final questionnaire was ready to 

be administered. The next task for the researcher was to decide on the sample group. 

Preliminary considerations had been given to Cohen and Manion’s (1989) statement 

that “due to factors of expense, time and accessibility, it is not always possible or 

practical to obtain measures from a population” (p98), as well as some of Cohen and 

Manion’s (1989 p98) ideas about selecting “probability samples”, where the probability 

of each respondent is known, or “non probability samples” in which the probability of 

selection is unknown. Reflecting on the resources available, however, the researcher 

decided that the easiest and best option for this study would be to survey the full 

population of SENCOs in Northern Ireland and to distribute the questionnaires to all 

schools throughout Northern Ireland. Just as Cohen and Manion (1989) had discussed, 

accessibility, time and expense were major considerations.

The researcher meets monthly with Interboard SEN Advisers and at a meeting on 15lh 

March 2006, it w;as agreed by all present that the distribution of the “SENCO Surveys”, 

which would produce data for the researcher’s Doctoral study as well as providing 

useful information to support the work of the SEN Advisers, would be promoted and 

administered via the respective Adviser and distributed through ELB internal mail. The 

Advisers were reminded that whilst the SENCOs were a ‘captive audience’ the principle
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of voluntary participation was paramount and that this information should be relayed to 

SENCOs during any communication.

Having decided to survey all the SENCOs in Northern Ireland, the researcher carried 

out the following procedures for administration:

First, a courtesy letter and reply slip (see appendix 4) was sent to all Chief Executives 

seeking permission to correspond with schools within the ELB. Responses from four 

ELBs were prompt and positive, however, one Senior Education Officer, on behalf of 

the Chief Executive, queried the purpose of the enquiry and did not give approval for 

the SENCOs within that ELB to be surveyed. In order to ensure anonymity, the 

participating ELBs will from now on be referred to as ELB1, EL.B2, ELB3 and ELB4.

Second, following communication with the SEN Advisers in the four participating 

ELBs. total numbers of SENCOs were made available. A covering letter (see appendix 

5) and a copy of the survey were then addressed “EAO the SENCO”, personally 

delivered to each of the ELB Advisers, who in turn forwarded the surveys via the 

ELBs' internal mailing system, to all schools in four ELBs as illustrated in table 1 :

Table 1 : Number of Schools Surveyed

ELB Total Number of Schools

Primary Post Primary Special

ELB 1 88 38 11

ELB 2 216 55 11

ELB 3 168 39 11

ELB 4 188 50 9

TOTAL 8S4

Whilst the covering letter outlined the purpose of the study i.e. to investigate the 

implications for SENCOs in implementing SEN 0 0 , the researcher, on reflection should 

have included a statement explaining that the data would also be used for the
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researcher’s Doctoral study. The letter gave an approximate completion time, asked 

respondents to return their completed questionnaires within three weeks, ensured 

respect and confidentiality with no pressure to complete or return the questionnaire. 

The letter also thanked them in anticipation for their co-operation and support. Given 

the nature of the content of the questionnaire used for this study, along with the 

anonymity of the participants, the researcher is of the opinion that this was not a 

significant ethical issue; however would caution other researchers to take more 

cognisance of this issue in the future. The researcher also took cognisance and ensured 

that all ethical considerations were cleared during the semi structured group interviews. 

This is explained under section 4.7.3: ‘Procedures for conducting the semi structured 

group interviews’.

Despite the fact that much of the questionnaire was designed to glean perceptions about 

the implications for SENCOs in mainstream schools, special schools were also included 

in the distribution list, in case any useful information would be provided which might be 

relevant for future recommendations.

Third, after five weeks, a thank you letter (see appendix 6) was sent (again via the SEN 

Advisers and the ELB internal mailing system) to all schools in the four participating 

ELBs. This letter had a twofold purpose: to thank all those who had returned the 

questionnaire, as well as reminding those who had not returned it that the researcher 

would still be happy to receive a response. The researcher was hoping to gain as high a 

response rate as possible to gain the fullest picture of SENCO perceptions, therefore the 

opportunity of obtaining another copy, or an electronic copy (if that suited better), was 

offered via the CMSU.

4.6.6 Data Collection and Analysis

By the end of the agreed closing date for responses, 354 out of 884 questionnaires were 

returned giving a 40.04% response. This was very close to Cohen and Manion’s (1989) 

estimation of at least a forty percent return from a well planned postal survey. It could
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be argued that less than a fifty percent response may be due to a number of different 

reasons:

• Overuse of questionnaires in schools.

• Uncertainty about the future challenges/implications of SENDO.

• Fear of exposure about personal views.

• Lack of knowledge about SENDO.

• Lack of time.

• Lack of interest.

• The timing of the administration of the survey: i.e just shortly before a holiday 

period.

• Other personal reasons unknown to the researcher.

For the purpose of this investigative study the 40.04% return was sufficient, however, 

the researcher was aware that this return could be a distorted sample and would 

therefore need to exercise caution about generalising the findings of this study.

Following receipt of the completed questionnaires, the researcher chose to use the 

Statistical Package for Social Science (Sf^S), a comprehensive computer package 

which performs survey analysis quickly and efficiently. The modular programmes gave 

flexibility to increase the researcher’s understanding of the survey responses and 

produced appropriate information through the use of selected functions. The next 

section will outline how the SPSS was used to analyse the data for this particular study.

• A data base was set up on SPSS.

• Each question (apart from the open response question number 95) from the 

questionnaire was given a number from 1-94.

• Codes were created for each answer with a missing value analysis of “-9” used 

for missing responses. (This enabled the system to recognize these responses 

and exclude them from the overall analysis).

• Answers were numerically coded e.g. ELBs from 1-5, Yes “ 1” and No “2”, and 

Strongly Agree “ 1” to Don’t Know “5”.

• All responses were given an identification number from 1-354.

• Answers were manually entered into SPSS.
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• Analysis was carried out to produce tables which clearly showed the frequency 

and percentage of returns and the valid percentage for each question.

• Further analysis was performed including cross tabulation to enable the 

researcher to make comparisons as required e.g. primary and post primary 

SENCOs, school sector with gender.

Following the SPSS analysis of the 354 returned questionnaires (40.04%), the 

researcher studied the tables manually looking for trends and differences regarding the 

implications for SENCOs in implementing SENDO. A number of issues (linked to 

implications for SENCOs in relation to inclusive policies and practices in the past) had 

already been identified in the literature review (see pp59-60) and had also been 

considered in the questionnaire content and construction, therefore the researcher was 

able to identify and categorize a number of emerging issues. These included status, 

priorities, values, attitudes, resources, training needs and challenges or implications for 

the SENCOs, all of which the researcher wanted to explore in greater depth through 

semi structured interviews with groups of SENCOs.

4.7 Semi Structured Interv iews with Groups of SENCOs

As a follow up to the survey, five semi structured interviews were carried out with 

groups of SENCOs to explore some of the issues that emerged from the responses of the 

questionnaire. Interviews in research offer an alternative way to collect qualitative data 

with knowledge being generated between humans, allowing interviewees to express 

how they regard situations from their own point of view. Cuba and Lincoln (1994 

p361) contend that “interviewing is one of the most common and powerful ways we use 

to try to understand our fellow human beings”. Cohen et al (2000) have similar views 

about interviewing as a research methodology, describing the technique as “enabling 

participants to discuss their interpretations” and suggesting that “its human 

embeddedness is inescapable” (p267). Tuckman (2000) (cited in Cohen et al 2000) 

simplifies the interviewing methodology by suggesting that it provides access to what is 

“inside a person’s head” (p268).
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The use of semi structured interviews in preference to unstructured or non-directive 

interviews, allows the interviewer to explore key areas of importance within a 

framework, yet at the same time, provide opportunities for flexibility and freedom for 

deeper exploration into the emotions of the respondents; something that is not always 

possible to ascertain through written responses. Bell (1993) argues “a skilful 

interviewer can follow up ideas, probe responses and investigate motives and feelings 

which the questionnaire can never do” (p91), giving breadth and depth to the research. 

Interviews, however, do require time for planning, conducting, transcribing and 

analysing.

Other issues around interviewing include more variable data and the potential for the 

rapport between the interviewees and the interviewer to influence the responses during 

the process of conducting the interview. There is also the possibility for the researcher 

to become involved in "purposive sampling” (Blaxter, Hughes and l  ight 1996 p79), 

where the sample is hand picked to suit the researcher’s needs, however, this was not 

the case with this study. In fact, the researcher used groups of SENCOs who 

volunteered to attend cluster groups to discuss issues around inclusion / SEN DO, so the 

group was not specifically selected or hand picked.

Despite some of the negative issues around interviewing as a research methodology, the 

researcher of this study wanted to illuminate a deeper understanding of the reasoning 

behind some of the answers given in the questionnaire. Creswell (1994) reports this as 

a process of sequential triangulation where the researcher uses the results of one 

research methodology to plan a second method or research.

According to Gibbs (1997) group interviewing can be described as organised 

discussions, collective activities or social events with a group of individuals 

"particularly suited for obtaining several perspectives about the same topic” (pi). It is 

similar to research through focus groups however a focus group is where the data 

produced come from the interaction “within the group based on the topics that are 

supplied by the researcher” (Morgan, 1997, p i2), and with group interviewing the
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emphasis is more on the questions and responses between the researcher and the 

participants.

Group interviewing can be used in a number of ways: at the preliminary or exploratory 

stages of a study (Kreuger 1998), to explore or generate hypotheses (Powell and Single 

1996), or as in this study to complement another method i.e. the questionnaire, 

especially for triangulation (Morgan 1988) and validity checking. Group interviewing 

can also draw on respondents’ attitudes, feelings, beliefs and experiences that 

questionnaires are not able to provide and can therefore be an empowering process for 

the participants and an exciting challenge for researchers wanting to gain a different 

perspective on their field of interest. It was within these contexts that the researcher of 

this study planned the semi structured interviews with groups of SENCOs.

4.7.1 The Development and Content of the Semi Structured Interview Questions.

The following headings derived from the emerging issues from the questionnaire were 

used to develop the semi structured interview questions:

1) Status of a SENCO within a school.

2) Priorities for the SENCO -  short term and long term.

3) Ethos, Values and Attitudes towards Inclusion / SENDO legislation -  class 

teachers, SENCOs, whole school and Northern Ireland.

4) Resources -  time, human, material and funding.

5) Training / Support needs.

6) Challenges / Barriers to Inclusion / SENDO legislation.

4.7.2 Planning the Semi Structured Interview Groups

The researcher’s original plan was to arrange focus groups with the respondents who 

had completed the ’Follow' Up -  Reply Slip’ on the back of the questionnaire, even 

though Powell, Single and Lloyd (1996) define a true focus group as a group of selected 

individuals,. These reply slips had been separated from the questionnaire by the Central
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Management Support Unit, protecting anonymity with regard to the information given 

in the questionnaire, and the names of those interested in taking part were collated on a 

data base and forwarded to the researcher independent to the questionnaires. The 

numbers of SENCOs willing to take part were as follows: ELB1 -  6, ELB 2 -1 3 , ELB 

3 -2 3 , and ELB 4 -8 .

The researcher, however, had second thoughts about using these groups, due to the 

perceived difficulties around accessibility and time in meeting with individuals from 

such widespread groups across Northern Ireland. Instead the researcher decided to plan 

semi structured group interviews to fit into existing ELB programmes for SENCO 

cluster groups. Arrangements were then made to carry out semi structured interviews 

with three primary SENCO cluster groups within ELB 3 and a joint post primary, 

grammar and secondary cluster group for ELB 1 and ELB 3, which were to be held 

during the autumn term. The programme for the cluster groups was arranged and 

letters, providing appropriate information, were sent to schools (see appendix 7). In 

addition, the researcher organised a semi structured group interview with ELB 4 post 

primary SENCOs who were participating in a one day course (see appendix 8). These 

arrangements gave a widespread sample of primary and post primary SENCOs to give 

information from three ELBs. The semi structured group interviews took place as 

outlined in Table 2:

Table 2: Details about Group Interviews

ELB Date Sector No of
Participants

ELB 1 & ELB 3 26.09.06 Post Primary SENCOs 21

ELB 3 10.10.06 Primary SENCOs 19

ELB 3 11.10.06 Primary SENCOs 22

ELB 3 12.10.06 Primary SENCOs 28

ELB 4 23.10.06 Post Primary SENCOs 24

Total Number 114
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The number of SENCOs who attended the semi structured group interviews was 

considerably larger than a focus group, which according to Macintosh, (1993) is usually 

between six and ten. although some researchers have used up to 15 people (Goss and 

Leinbach, 1996) or as few as four (Kitzinger 1995). From the researcher’s point of 

view, this was positive and advantageous to the study as it enabled information to be 

gleaned from a much greater number of SENCOs (114). without imposing on additional 

time for SENCOs to attend additional meetings outside of their existing work schedule. 

In order to facilitate the larger numbers attending the cluster groups, the arrangements 

departed a little methodologically from the normal procedures for conducting either a 

focus group or a group interview. The methodology used for this research was 

somewhere in between a focus group and a group interview, where the large numbers of 

SENCOs had opportunities to develop the discussion in small sub groups for part of the 

session with a large group plenary session where the data and outcomes were produced. 

Cohen et al (2000) discuss the advantages of both methods claiming that group 

interviews have “the potential for discussions to develop, thus yielding a wide range of 

responses” (p287), whereas during focus groups “the interaction with the groups leads 

to data and outcomes” (p288). The research methodology also gave consideration as to 

how the researcher would capture the data from both the small group and the large 

group discussion, therefore the researcher innovatively used a combination of the 

recorded large group discussion and the collation of written text from the small group 

discussion to provide a holistic picture of the overall comments made throughout the 

group interviews The detail of the methodology for the semi structured group 

interviews is outlined in the next section.

4.7,3 Procedures for Conducting the Scini Structured Group Interviews

Following a welcome, the programme for the session was outlined with the nature and 

the purpose of the research explained. The researcher informed the participants verbally 

that the session would have a two fold purpose: first to provide an opportunity for 

everyone to discuss current issues around inclusion / SENDO and second to provide 

data for the researcher which would be recorded and used for the writing up of the 

researcher’s Doctoral study. The participants were made aware that participation was
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voluntary and that no one would be eoerced into contributing to the discussion or 

pressurised into helping with the research. SENCOs were also informed that they could 

voluntarily withdraw from the session at any time without prejudice. Following the 

verbal agreement of all SENCOs to participate, the semi structured interviews were then 

conducted in the following manner:

• SENCOs were first of all asked to form small sub groups of no more than six 

and were given a set of questions which had been drawn up from the issues 

which emerged from the questionnaire (see appendix 2) to be discussed around 

the table. This part of the session was to help everyone to feel at ease and would 

be normal practice at many cluster groups where the SENCOs would have an 

opportunity for discussion and to share information with their colleagues.

• Each small group was asked to appoint a scribe, so that one copy of answers and 

ideas could be collected at the end of the session. The participants were also 

informed that there would an opportunity to share information with the whole 

group following the small group discussion The small group discussion at this 

stage enabled individuals to contribute to the discussion and to produce data 

through interaction with each other, and the written data focused on enabling the 

responses to be representative of the group.

• Following the small group discussion, the interviewer took feedback from each 

group. The whole group discussion provided opportunities for each group to put 

forward their ideas. It also allowed interaction between all participants and the 

researcher and enabled individuals to express their point of view if it differed 

from the rest of the participants. This process accommodated the size of the 

group, ensured accuracy and allowed for validation of individual, small group 

and large group responses. This semi structured interview with the whole group 

was flexible and enabled the interviewer to lead the conversation and probe and 

expand responses and comments. The researcher had already anticipated some 

of the areas needing further probing and had a list of ideas ready if needed (see 

appendix 9).

• The researcher recorded key points on a Hip chart as an additional way to 

capture data.
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• All small group answers were collected and collated as one group response. An 

example of one of these is included in appendix 10.

• The researcher also tape recorded all responses from the large group feedback. 

Permission had been sought and gained before recording, and the SENCOs were 

ensured of confidentiality. All ethical considerations were cleared, explaining 

that the information would be used solely for the research and that the only 

person who would be listening again to the recordings would be the researcher.

• The researcher thanked the SENCOs for their participation.

The methodology used to collect this qualitative data was creative, successful and well 

structured to enable the large numbers of SENCOs who took part in the group 

interviews to provide a wealth of information to supplement the questionnaire. There 

were however, limitations to this methodology. First there was a difficulty for the 

researcher to be involved and hear what was going on in each of the small sub groups 

since these were all happening at the same time; however the written responses helped 

to counteract this limitation. Second, it was not feasible to record the small group 

discussions. Third, it was difficult to ascertain how many people had contributed to the 

small group discussion or whether the written responses had been dominated by the 

appointed scribe, although this was addressed through the opportunities for anyone to 

contribute to the large group feedback. Finally the researcher had to make a very 

determined effort in the large group feedback session to ensure that all participants had 

an opportunity to air their views rather than only the respondents who were most 

articulate or dominant within the group. Burgess (1995) argues that “this may have the 

unintended consequence of biasing results” (p37) and therefore researchers need to 

exercise caution to ensure that a wide range of voices are heard.

While the methodology for collecting the qualitative data departed from the normal 

focus group or group interview, the researcher had gleaned additional written text along 

with recorded voices which supplemented the statistical data from the questionnaire. 

The researcher was satisfied that this methodology was beneficial to the research study: 

it provided a wealth of information due to the large numbers involved, gave a greater 

insight into the feelings and emotions of the SENCOs about implementing SENDO, and
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helped to enhance the researcher’s understanding of the overall situation throughout 

Northern Ireland.

4.7.4 Group Interview Analysis

Following the group interviews, each of which lasted for approximately 90 minutes, 

recordings were transcribed and analysed by the researcher along with all written 

feedback. According to Bryman and Burgess (1994) there are “different approaches to 

data analysis” (p i3) and some qualitative researchers prefer to analyse the data 

manually “just as the artist prefers a brush or pencil and paper” (Burgess, 1995, p27). 

The researcher in this study chose a manual method and subjected the qualitative data 

from the semi structured group interviews to “content analysis” (Cohen and Manion, 

1989, p308). According to Stemler (2001) this is a rich and meaningful technique 

which enables researchers to sift through large volumes of data in a systematic fashion 

to examine code and categorize trends and patterns.

The transcripts from the large group feedback and the written data collected from the 

small group discussions were submitted to*response counting (Kerlinger, 1970), where 

the responses made by the SENCOs were categorised into the existing pre determined 

issues which had been identified in the questionnaire and used as headings for questions 

for the group interviews. In other words, the researcher scrutinised the transcripts and 

the written text and elicited a number of quotes which provided an indication of the 

relative frequency of the recurring issues. This has also been described by Miles and 

Huberman (1985) as data reduction “the process of selecting, focusing, simplifying, 

abstracting and transforming the ‘raw data” (p21), or “conceptual analysis” (Busha and 

Harter 1980, p2) where researchers are looking for patterns or characteristics.

This procedure, along with the fact that the researcher had conducted and recorded all 

focus groups personally, ensured consistency and increased reliability and validity of 

the findings through correct interpretation. A sample transcript is included in appendix
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4.8 Sum man'

This chapter outlined the design and methodology for the research. The first part of the 

chapter addressed issues around research methodology in general and outlined the 

rationale for the research methodology for this particular study: a multi-method 

approach using a survey questionnaire and semi structured interviews with groups of 

SENCOs. Consideration was also given to potential problematics such as reliability and 

validity and the ethics of research.

The second part of the chapter provided details about design, development and 

procedures for the questionnaire. The questionnaire yielded a 40.04% return (354 

questionnaires returned out of 884), which after analysis led to the development of the 

questions for the group interviews.

The third part of this chapter detailed how the semi structured interviews were 

innovatively planned and developed to accommodate the large numbers of SENCOs 

who took part, outlined the procedures for conducting the group interviews and 

provided an overview as to how the data from the semi structured interviews was 

analysed.

The next chapter will report and analyse the results of the questionnaire. It will also 

discuss the emerging issues which were further explored in the semi structured 

interviews with groups of SENCOs. Consideration will also be given to the 

implications for SENCOs in implementing SENDO.
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CHAPTER 5

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

5.1 Introduction

In this chapter, the researcher presents the findings and analysis of the research. 

SENCOs in Northern Ireland were surveyed through questionnaires to investigate the 

implications of SENDO with additional information obtained from follow up semi 

structured interviews with groups of SENCOs. F rom the literature review, it had 

already been identified that, since the introduction of the COP (1994) and the COP 

(1998), SENCOs have a very demanding workload (Bines and Loxley, 1995; Smith, 

1996; Bines, 1998), increased responsibilities (Dyson and Millward 1998), and a lack of 

time (Bines and Loxley, 1995; Derrington, 1997; Rolnick 1998). Rolnick (1998) also 

identified that SENCOs were under a considerable amount of stress: therefore the 

methodology was deemed suitable to meet the needs of the research as well as giving 

consideration to the possibility that SENCOs might already be overworked. The 

questionnaire was an efficient way to reach a wide range of SENCOs across Northern 

Ireland and the large numbers of SENCOs (114) who attended the cluster groups 

generated a wealth of discussion from a wide representation. The researcher of this 

study therefore felt that the findings from the 40.04% return from the questionnaire as 

well as the group interview data would be adequate for analysis and would prevent any 

further SENCO work overload.

In order to answer the main research question: What are the implications for SENCOs 

in Northern Ireland in implementing SENDO?, the researcher had developed a number 

of headings from the issues which emerged from the questionnaire. These were used as 

the structure for the semi structured interview questions and were devised first of all to 

consider the SENCOs’ current situation as well as investigate what changes need to be 

made in order to address the implications of implementing the new legislation:

1 ) Status of the SENCO within a school.

2) Priorities for the SENCO -  short term and long term.
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3) Ethos, values and attitudes towards inclusion / SENDO legislation -  class 

teachers, SENCOs, whole school and Northern Ireland.

4) Resources -  time, human, material and funding.

5) Training / support needs.

6) Challenges / barriers to inclusion / SENDO.

During the analysis of the group interview data, which was done through content 

analysis, the researcher took cognisance of Cohen et aEs (2000) suggestion, listened to 

and read the transcripts a number of times and looked for trends and patterns to 

determine the essence of most or all of the semi structured interviews as well as 

identifying individual variations which were unique to any individual SENCO or to one 

particular group of participants. The researcher also used textual analysis (Miles and 

Huberman, 1984) to examine and interpret the data from the small group discussions. 

Following that, the researcher contextualized these trends and patterns and placed them 

“back within the overall contexts or horizons from which they came” (Cohen et al, 

2000, p286). In other words, the issues which emerged from the questionnaire and the 

headings used for the group interviews were looked at as a whole and categorized into 

four themes to suit the writing up of the overall findings:

Themes
1) Values and attitudes about SENDO.

2) Status of SENCOs in schools.

3) Resources.

4) Professional development of SENCOs.

Two of the previous headings: priorities and challenges / barriers were subsumed into 

the themes providing the researcher with more opportunity to examine the challenges, 

barriers and implications of implementing SENDO within the context of each theme.

The researcher then chose the following structure as a way to present and discuss the 

results in a coherent manner. First, to set the research in context, by presenting some 

background information about the SENCOs and their schools along with some current
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statistical information about the numbers and categories of pupils with SEN. Second to 

combine the data from the questionnaire with the data from the group interviews to 

report and discuss the overall findings of the research.

This method of reporting allowed both the quantitative and qualitative findings from the 

three sections of the survey: about yourself and your school (Q1 -  Q24), current 

practice (Q25 -  Q67) and future implications / challenges (Q68 -  Q95) to be integrated 

with the qualitative data gleaned from the follow-up semi structured interviews with 

groups of SENCOs, preventing duplication in the writing up. It also provided a more 

holistic approach or as full a picture as possible (Cohen and Manion 1989) to the overall 

findings of the research. The researcher was also able to consider how the role of the 

SENCO might need to change from the current practice in Northern Ireland to embrace 

the policy and practice of the new legislation. This chosen structure also enabled a 

deeper understanding and analysis of the research question where the researcher could 

reflect on the overall findings more accurately (Denzin and Lincoln 1994), and to 

present them in a more meaningful and realistic way, where “the report fairly reflects 

the study” (Cohen et al 2000. p286).

As the findings were reported, a number of qualitative terms were used to ensure 

consistency of interpretation of percentages. These terms should be interpreted as 

presented in table 3:

Table 3: Qualitative Terms to represent the Percentage Range

Percentage Range Qualitative Description

More than 90% Almost/nearly all

75 -  89% Most

50 -  74% A majority

30 -  49% A minority

10-29% A small minority

Less than 10% Very few/a small number
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In addition, the researcher decided as far as possible, to combine the “strongly agree” 

and “agree” points of the Likert Scale to be represented as “agree” and similarly to

combine the “strongly disagree” and "disagree” points as “disagree”. The researcher 

was of the opinion that extracting the information through a five point Likert Scale 

would encourage deeper thought and more reliable responses from the SENCOs, 

however, condensing the results to a three point Likert Scale would simplify the 

reporting of the data. Consideration was however given to using the “strongly agree” 

and “strongly disagree” categories if and when it was important to emphasise a very 

specific or interesting finding.

Furthermore, to illustrate the qualitative data from the five group interviews and to 

reiterate or reflect the findings from the survey, the researcher used quotations from 

SENCOs. These examples recorded at the group interviews were, except where 

indicated, indicative of the general views of the respondents and are presented in italics 

throughout the text.

5.2 The Context of the Research
The next two sections set the research in context, outlining the details about the ELBs 

and the schools who participated in the study. They also provide the profiles of the 

SENCOs, who responded to the questionnaire, and give information about the 

percentages and categories of pupils with SEN in mainstream schools. In addition 

comparisons were made between the responses from this study and the overall profile of 

Northern Ireland, and from the researcher’s point of view this was important to check 

out or enhance the reliability and validity of this study as being representative of the 

situation in Northern Ireland.

5.2.1 Background Information about the SENCOs and their schools

From the 40.04% return from the four ELBs who responded to the questionnaire, there 

was representation from each: a 14% return from ELBE a 33% return from ELB2, a 

30% return from ELB3 and a 23% return from ELB4. This provided wide spread
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representation across Northern Ireland. In addition, all of the school sectors were 

represented as shown in table 4:

Table 4: Frequency of SENCO Returns by School Sector

School Sector Frequency Valid % 

Return

Controlled Primary 129 37

Maintained Primary 106 31

Controlled Integrated Primary 6 2

Grant Maintained Integrated Primary 13 4

Controlled Secondary 24 7

Maintained Secondary 26 8

Grant Maintained Integrated Secondary 3 1

Controlled Integrated Secondary 5 1

Voluntary Grammar 16 4

Controlled grammar 3 1

Special 10 3

Irish Medium 5 1

Missing 8 -

Total 346/354 100

The majority of the returns (74%) came from the primary sector with a small minority 

(22%) from the secondary sector. Bain (2006, p20) presents the total number of schools 

in 2005 -  2006 as 1283 out of which there were 886 primary schools and 230 post 

primary schools. This gives a percentage of 69% primary and 18% secondary schools, 

and despite the fact that the results from this research have a slight primary bias, the 

percentages from this study generally reflect the school sectors within Northern Ireland. 

Most of the returns (83%) also came from the controlled and maintained primary and 

secondary sectors, also representative of the Northern Ireland statistics where according 

to Bain (2006, p20), 86% of schools are either primary or post primary controlled or 

maintained.
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The special schools are included in this return; however, as was stated earlier, they were 

only surveyed to obtain any useful information which might be relevant for future 

recommendations. For the purpose of analysis therefore, they were excluded from the 

overall findings as appropriate.

There were returns from a range of different sizes of schools which ensured wide 

ranging view's from SENCOs in different settings throughout Northern Ireland. This 

information is presented in table 5:

Table 5: Frequency of SENCO Returns by Enrolment Size

Enrolment Size Frequency Valid % Return

0-99 75 22

100-199 83 25

200-299 44 13

300-499 69 20

500-749 33 10

750-999 23 7

1000+ 10 3

Missing 17 -

Total 337/354 100

This return is also representative of the picture in Northern Ireland. The Bain Report 

(2006 p21) illustrates that in Northern Ireland in 2005-2006, most schools (84%) had a 

population of up to 499 pupils and a small minority of schools (16%) had over 500 on 

their roles. This study gives representation of these schools showing most of the returns 

(80%) from schools with up to 499 pupils and a small minority (20%) from schools with 

a population of over 500.

In general, therefore, the background information from the returns from the ELBs and 

the schools for this study is fairly representative of the overall situation in Northern 

Ireland and therefore helps to validate the research.
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On examination of the completed questionnaires, the following profiles were evident. 

Most of the SENCOs (89%) were female, a finding that was concurrent with Winter and 

Kilpatrick’s (1999) research, where they found in their study of 15 primary and post 

primary SENCOs in Northern Ireland, that the majority of SENCOs (72%) were female. 

These statistics were also evident at the group interviews, where out of a total of 114 

SENCOs who took part, only eight (7%) were males. It would appear that from these 

statistics, that females undertake the role of the SENCO in preference to other roles 

within a school; how'ever, the predominately female SENCO profile only rellects the 

predominately female teaching profile in Northern Ireland. According to the statistics 

from the General Teaching Council for Northern Ireland (GTCNI), most teachers (75%) 

are female and a small minority (25%) are male (GTCNI, 2007, p3).

The former suggestion was however borne out by the fact that very few SENCOs had 

other middle management positions. The findings showed that very few (6%) were year 

heads, only a small minority (13%) were Heads of Key Stage, and again, only a small 

minority (27%) were Heads of Departments or Subject Co-ordinators. As far as having 

leadership roles in schools, again a small minority (15%) were Principals, a small 

minority (13%) Vice principals and only a minority (33%) were members of the Senior 

Management Team (SMT). The results also showed that the majority of SENCOs 

(54%) were class teachers: an interesting statistic suggesting that men gravitate towards 

senior roles within schools, however GTCNEs (2007) statistics show that the majority 

of Principals and Vice Principals (55%) in Northern Ireland are female. Initial analysis 

of this suggests that many of the females are either class teachers or Principals or Vice 

Principals (most likely in small schools), but only a minority in senior management 

roles.

Further analysis highlights how these statistics could impact on the implementation of 

SENDO: having the majority of SENCOs (54%) as class teachers, where they are 

working directly with the children could be advantageous as more children with SEN or 

disability attend mainstream schools, however the lack of leadership within the SENCO 

profile could have implications in that they are not able to fulfil their ‘decision-making’ 

roles or their ‘leadership / management roles’ (see pp 47-48) about important issues
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related to children with SEN or disability. This will be discussed later in more detail in 

relation to the status of the SENCO.

The biggest number of SENCOs (41%) falls into the age bracket 50-59 years, with a 

further 3% in the 60-65 age range. Cross tabulation indicated that ELB1 and ELB 3 had 

a majority in these categories as compared to ELB 2 and ELB 4; they both had a 

minority. This information is presented in table 6:

Table 6: Age Range of SENCOs across Northern Ireland

ELIÎ

Age Category

Total

Returns

V a l i d  %  
t o t a l  in  
5 0 - 5 9  

age
b r a c k e t

20-29 30-39 40-49 50-59 60-65

ELB 1 2 11 11 22 3 49 44

ELB 2 3 33 37 41 3 117 35

ELB 3 3 15 31 53 4 106 50

ELB 4 4 25 22 29 1 81 35

Total 12 84 101 145 11 353/354

This finding does have implications for the training and support for the schools and 

Board officers especially within ELB1 and ELB3 but also across all schools in Northern 

Ireland. Awareness raising training for SENCOs has already taken place about SENDO 

and now with a strong possibility that 44% of SENCOs will be due to leave the 

profession within the next five to ten years, there will be a need to train up new 

SENCOs. This raises some issues around capacity building, in that, and with nearly all 

the schools (90%) only having one SENCO, there is a need to prepare other teachers to 

take on the role of SENCO and a need for ongoing support for schools in managing 

issues related to SENDO. From the comments made at the group interviews, this 

already seems to be an issue:

sudden ly  a SE N C O  leaves a schoo l a n d  som ebody is a sked  to take on 
a jo b  a n d  they haven  7 g o t any training, any experience, or any k ind  o f  
capacity  build ing to enable som ebody to m ove on a n d  do the job .
(Group 2).

94



I w as throw n into the role o f  SE N C O  last yea r  w ithout any p r io r  
training. I f  it h a d n ’t have been fo r  the S E N  A dviser a n d  the cluster  
groups 1 w ou ld  have fe lt very isolated , as there w as very little support 
in school.
(Group 1).

While the majority of SENCOs (53%) had over 20 years teaching experience, most of 

them (80%) had been appointed as SENCO within the last ten years. It is likely that this 

high percentage is linked to the COP (1998) becoming operative, requiring all schools 

to identify and have a designated SENCO. It is also interesting to note that a small 

minority of SENCOs (10%) have been in post for up to 15 years, and a small number 

(9%) have been a SENCO for over 16 years. This result is rather unusual as the 

SENCO role really only started following the Education Act (1993) and the COP (1994) 

in England and Wales and the COP (1998) in Northern Ireland. One possible reason for 

this response therefore may be due to forward thinking schools, where there was sharper 

anticipation that Northern Ireland would quickly follow suit with the legislation in 

England and Wales (this was certainly the situation for the researcher of this study, who 

was appointed as SENCO in 1992). Other reasons may include the fact that some 

schools had greater numbers of children with a greater variety of SEN and therefore had 

more need for a SENCO prior to the legislation becoming operative, or some teachers 

who were SEN teachers prior to the introduction of the COP (1998) have changed their 

title but still included all their years service.

Reflecting on Dyson’s (1993) categories of co-ordinators; traditional, extended and 

transformed, it was also interesting to find that 43% of SENCOs still classified 

themselves as “special needs teachers”. This has implications for implementing 

SENDO if these SENCOs are still operating as traditional co-ordinators who still work 

exclusively with children with learning difficulties, rather than including all the 

categories of SEN or disability. In addition, cross tabulation showed that the majority 

of these SENCOs (74%) work in the primary sector, indicating that post primary 

SENCOs may be more advanced in performing the extended or transformed co

ordinating role, co-ordinating the provision lor all pupils with additional needs rather 

than working with individuals or small groups of SEN pupils. There may therefore be 

further implications for the primary sector in implementing SENDO in changing the
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attitudes and role of the special needs teacher, and in fact all class teachers, to cater for 

the wider definition of SEN to include more than just learning difficulties. There is an 

additional implication around time allocation if the SENCO is still operating as a 

classroom teacher as well as carrying out all of the SENCO duties, however this will be 

discussed later and in more detail under the theme o f ‘Resources’.

Another interesting yet not surprising find was that from the response about the ‘main 

subject area’ of the SENCO, the majority of SENCOs (57%) did not respond. Cross 

tabulation showed that these were all primary SENCOs, who probably do not have a 

‘main subject area’. From the 43% who did respond, 30% of primary SENCOs as 

compared to 2% of post primary SENCOs identified English related subjects as their 

main area of work. This is probably due to the tradition of SENCOs being drawn from 

English teachers especially in the primary sector, whereas in the post primary sector 

SENCOs have more recently been appointed from a range of subject areas such as 

Maths, Home Economics, History, Business Studies, Religious Education, Languages, 

Geography and Science. This is not that unusual with a bigger range of subject areas 

within the post primary sector, but would support the thinking that post primary schools 

are moving more quickly towards the extended or transformed co-ordinating role where 

the SENCO co-ordinates provision for all pupils with SEN rather than providing 

specific English / literacy support for those with learning difficulties.

5.2.2 Current Statistical Information about Numbers and Categories of Pupils 

with Special Educational Needs

The responses indicated a wide variation in the percentage of pupils on the Special 

Educational Needs Register, ranging from 29% of SENCOs who reported having up to 

10% of pupils on the SEN register to 4% who have more than 50%. This reflected the 

results of DE’s (2006) survey carried out in 21 post primary Schools, about the 

provision and outcomes for pupils with SEN, where they also found a range of 

percentages of pupils on the SEN register: 8% in some schools and up to 66% in others. 

With regard to this study, the majority of SENCOs (65%), from the mainstream sectors, 

reported however that the number of pupils on the SEN register fell between 11% -
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30%. This information reflects Warnock’s (DES, 1978) claim that about 20% of the 

population would at some time in their school career have a special educational need: 

“up to one child in five is likely to need special educational provision in the course of 

his school career” (DES, 1978. p41). The impact of SENDO and the advancement of 

inclusion in Northern Ireland, where there are now more children with SEN or disability 

in mainstream schools, may already be evident from these results, with 34% of 

SENCOs claiming to have more than 20% and up to 50% of pupils on the SEN register.

Information was also gleaned about the percentage of pupils at each stage of the COP 

(1998). The responses provided evidence that the majority of pupils in mainstream 

schools are at stages 1-3 of the COP, with only 3% having to deal with large numbers of 

pupils who are going through statutory assessment or who are statemented. According 

to Baroness Warnock, who laid the foundations for the introduction of statements in the 

early 1980s, it was expected that 2% of pupils would receive statements; however, this 

number has increased gradually over the years. Now the findings of this study are more 

concurrent with Bain’s (2006) Independent Strategic Review of Education, which 

shows that out of a total of 312,983 pupils in 2005 -  2006 (p8), 11,961 (p81) had 

statements giving a current percentage of 3.8%.

This increase of numbers of pupils on the SEN registers (34% of SENCOs reporting 

more than 20% of pupils on the SEN register), along with the increase in the percentage 

of those children with statements (3.8%) overall (Bain, 2006), and approximately 60% 

of these being in mainstream schools or units (DE, 2005) is already impacting on 

SENCOs’ time and workload. If this trend continues as it likely will under SENDO, 

there will obviously be further implications for the changing role of the SENCO in 

meeting the needs of the increasing numbers of pupils with SEN or disability in 

mainstream schools. There are implications in implementing SENDO with the present 

situation, where the majority of SENCOs (54%) are still class teachers: there is a 

definite need for SENCOs to move from the traditional role to the transformed role 

(Dyson, 1993) where they will be co-ordinating a special needs response through a 

whole school approach rather than delivering a special needs provision.
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Information was also gleaned about the categories of SEN that are currently in 

mainstream schools. Almost all SENCOs (99.7%) provided further evidence that there 

is a move towards inclusion: there is a range of all of the categories of SEN as reported 

in the COP (1998) throughout mainstream schools in Northern Ireland. The findings 

are shown in figure 1:

Figure 1: Percentages of Categories of SEN in Mainstream Schools
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Categories of Special Educational Needs

It is interesting to note that only a minority of SENCOs (35%) reported having children 

with dyslexia/dyspraxia in their schools. This appears to be an unusually low 

percentage as from the experience of the researcher; dyslexia is frequently talked about 

as being a growing concern for classroom teachers. There may be a number of reasons 

for this: perhaps this is an accurate position, perhaps there are pupils in this category 

who have not yet been identified or perhaps they have been included in the ‘Learning 

Difficulties’ category. It is also interesting to acknowledge Collins’ (2006) study of 134 

primary school SENCOs’ understanding of dyslexia, where she found “Of these 476 

pupils, 21% were in receipt of a statement which referred to SpLD while only 4% of the 

476 statements mentioned the term dyslexia” (pi 36). Collins (2006) also found that in 

her study, SENCOs only identified 2.7% of pupils as having dyslexia, whereas the
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British Dyslexia Association estimated somewhere between 4-10% of school aged 

pupils having various degrees of dyslexia.

The situation was similar in relation to pupils with social, emotional and behavioural 

difficulties, with only a minority (42%) reporting their existence in mainstream schools. 

The researcher would be aware that in many schools in Northern Ireland, behaviour is 

often dealt with through the pastoral or discipline system and not always regarded as an 

SEN or managed by the SENCO: this might be the justification for this finding. In 

keeping with the SENDO legislation, however, it is likely that the numbers of children 

who fall into these categories are likely to increase in mainstream schools also 

impacting on SENCOs’ time and workload. There will also be a need for increased 

knowledge and understanding about dyslexia and managing challenging behaviour 

along with the many other categories of SEN or disability.

5.2.3 Summary

fhe context for the overall research has been established providing background 

knowledge about the ELBs, the schools and the profiles of the SENCOs who 

participated in the study. In addition information has been presented regarding the 

percentages and categories of pupils with SEN in mainstream schools throughout 

Northern Ireland.

From a wide range of schools across Northern Ireland, most of the SENCOs are female, 

with the biggest number falling within the 50-59 age range. The majority have over 20 

years teaching experience, most were appointed within the last ten years, yet only a 

minority (33%) are members of the senior management team within their schools. 

There is a minority of SENCOs (43%) who still regard themselves as special needs 

teachers with a minority (32%) with English as their main subject area, especially 

within the primary sector. In the post primary sector, however, it could be argued that 

the position of SENCO has been undertaken by teachers from a variety of subject 

backgrounds and that the role has progressed much more to a co-ordinating role.
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In relation to the current statistical information about numbers and categories of pupils 

with SEN, this study presents reliable information that concurs with the expectations 

from the literature review and is similar to current trends throughout Northern Ireland. 

The majority of schools have between 11% - 30% of pupils on the SEN register, there is 

a wide range of categories of SEN across all schools and almost all schools are 

managing more pupils at stages 1-3 of the COP (1998) than at stages 4 and 5. Now that 

the context has been established, the next section of this chapter will therefore focus on 

the themes as outlined on p88.

5.3 Theme 1: Values and Attitudes about SEN 1)0

The literature review has identified that the ethos of inclusive practice in Northern 

Ireland has changed: while there had been a gradual change towards more inclusive 

practice throughout the 20lh century, the introduction of SENDO has enforced a formal 

commitment and heightened the focus of inclusion. Taking cognisance of Garner and 

Gains’ (2000) argument about how inclusion policies have become operative without 

any informed or meaningful debate, the researcher felt that, even though the legislation 

has been operative since l sl September 2005, it was important to explore the hearts and 

minds of the respondents of this study. This would provide an opportunity for SENCOs 

in Northern Ireland to express their current values and attitudes towards inclusion / 

SENDO and help the researcher to develop a better understanding as to how these 

values and attitudes would impact on the implementation of SENDO.

Even though there was a period of public consultation between March and June 2004, 

prior to SENDO becoming law, the researcher of this study, would from previous 

experiences argue that not all SENCOs would have responded to the draft legislation: 

perhaps some were not in post at that time, others may not have been interested and a 

number may have been too busy to take the time to respond. It is also quite likely that 

many were unaware of the legislative process or perhaps felt that the proposals for 

SENDO were a fait accompli and that it would be a waste of time to try to change 

Government policy. The next section will therefore present and discuss the current 

values and attitudes of SENCOs in Northern Ireland about SENDO.
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A number of questions similar in nature were asked to elicit SENCOs’ values and 

attitudes, and the responses from the questionnaire were generally positive. Most 

SENCOs (87%) believe that children with SEN or disability have a right to be educated 

in mainstream schools, with almost all (93%) reporting that their schools encourage 

pupils with SEN to be educated alongside their mainstream peers. Interestingly 

however, a slightly lower percentage of SENCOs (83%) themselves felt that pupils with 

SEN should be taught alongside their mainstream peers. While this finding still shows 

positive attitudes towards inclusion, possible reasons for this lower percentage might be 

that SENCOs may have a stronger empathy towards pupils with SEN being taught in 

withdrawal groups, perhaps they feel the children make better progress being taught 

individually or in small groups, or maybe even SENCOs enjoy teaching withdrawal 

groups and are concerned about their changing role as SEN DO promotes more inclusive 

practice in mainstream classrooms. This finding was supported by the fact that most 

SENCOs (81%) felt that teaching withdrawal groups was important.

Other results which reinforced positive attitudes towards inclusion were that, while the 

schools currently have all the categories of SEN, as reported in the COP (1998), (see 

p98), SENCOs were generally positive that all these categories should be included in 

mainstream schools. This information is represented in figure 2:

Figure 2: Categories of SEN which should be included in Mainstream Schools

Cat*t)oh«>s
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This graph shows an increased acceptance of including more children with physical 

difficulties, social, emotional and behavioural difficulties and those with specific 

learning difficulties, suggesting that SENCOs are becoming more accepting of a wider 

definition of inclusion. This has implications however for the management of a wider 

range of SEN or disability. SENCOs will now have to ensure that reasonable steps are 

taken to ensure that all pupils can access the curriculum, the school building and all 

information, without any less favourable treatment than anyone else. They also need to 

ensure that no pupil or prospective pupil with a disability is substantially disadvantaged 

compared to others. While the accountability for this is really the responsibility of the 

Board of Governors (BOG) in the school, the reality of the situation is that, they will 

delegate to the Principal who in turn will delegate to the SENCO, giving them the 

challenge of how to make SENDO work in practice. This raises the implication of the 

lack of status of the SENCO and their lack of authority, an issue which will be further 

discussed under the theme o f ‘Status’.

Results also show-ed that a majority of SENCOs (65%) thought that pupils with SEN or 

disability could be catered for in mainstream settings and a majority (62%) also fell that 

pupils with SEN or disability would have a better education if they were taught 

alongside their mainstream peers. This question however, was worded to include a 

caveat ‘as long as schools were sufficiently resourced’: perhaps the reason why a 

majority (62%) were so positive. In fact in support of this, nearly all SENCOs (98%) 

agreed that classroom assistants are a very important resource essential to enable 

schools to support pupils with SEN or disability. This is another implication for schools 

to provide this resource: an issue that will be further explored under the theme of 

‘Resources’.

In addition to the positive attitudes of SENCOs, a majority (72%) also believed that 

their Principals were supportive of having children with SEN or disability in 

mainstream schools and a majority (58%) felt that their teachers were of the same 

opinion. A majority (64%) also felt that parents of children with SEN or disability 

would choose mainstream settings. The perceptions of the SENCOs in this study were 

that the general attitude of others towards having pupils with SEN or disability in
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mainstreams schools is positive and while there is no evidence to back up these 

perceptions, the SENCOs’ thinking may have been influenced by Article 3, SENDO, 

2005, which strengthens the rights of children with SEN to be educated in mainstream 

schools.

In trying, however, to justify the variation in attitudes between SENCOs, Principals and 

teachers, as reported by the SENCOs, SENCOs may have a better understanding and a 

more caring attitude towards children with SEN or disability and Principals and 

SENCOs may also be more familiar with and more aware of accountability to embrace 

the legislation. As far as trying to understand the slightly less positive attitudes of other 

teachers, possible reasons may include not having enough knowledge about SENDO, 

they may not fully believe in the principles of inclusion, they may have concerns about 

teaching children with SEN or disability that they know very little or nothing about, or 

because they feel their schools are not yet ready to embrace SENDO. This is another 

implication for SENCOs: attempting to win the hearts and minds of other staff within 

their schools to develop a more inclusive learning environment.

The aforementioned suggestion about not being ready for SENDO was borne out by the 

answers to subsequent questions regarding accessibility and capacity. A minority of 

SENCOs (47%) thought that their schools did not have the appropriate access 

arrangements in place to manage SEN or disability, and again a minority (44%) agreed 

that their schools did not have the teaching capacity to cater for such pupils. When 

SENCOs were also asked to state their opinion about mainstream schools in general, 

only a minority (23%) thought that most mainstream schools would have the 

appropriate physical access and again only a minority (28%) felt that most mainstream 

schools would have the teaching capacity. This paints a fairly negative picture of the 

situation in Northern Ireland and highlights physical access and teaching capacity as 

two major implications for schools in relation to the readiness and changes that need to 

take place to fully embrace SENDO.

It would appear that SENCOs, Principals and teachers agree in principle with the 

legislation but are not ready for its implementation. Schools are now duty bound to
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prepare accessibility strategies and plans for improved aecess to curriculum, premises 

and information (Articles 13-26, SENDO, 2005) and again this poses implications for 

the SENCO who are likely to have a key role in the practical outworkings of this: how 

will they find the time if the majority (54%) are class teachers as well as carrying out 

the duties of the SENCO. and how will they effectively undertake their responsibility 

for staff development, if teachers are not ready to embrace SENDO.

Even though most SENCOs (85%) agreed that class teachers currently undertake their 

curricular responsibilities for pupils with SEN or disability, there appears to be a need 

for capacity building in schools and a need to change some undesirable attitudes 

towards pupils with SEN or disability. Principals and SENCOs need to undertake 

“professional leadership, monitoring, challenge, intervention and support” (DfES, 2003, 

p2), through tactical approaches and a strategic dimension to develop successful 

inclusive learning organizations where staff become fully engaged in the philosophy of 

inclusion.

There is also a need for capacity building within a positively oriented learning 

community with collaboration with special schools. There is already a range and 

quality of expertise within the special sector in how to manage children with very 

specific special needs; however they may not necessarily have the expertise in 

managing large classes or be any further advanced than mainstream teachers in their 

expertise about inclusion. Capacity building is therefore essential as a two way process 

through collaborative working “so that educational inclusion and cohesion, as envisaged 

in SENDO can be realised”. (DE, 2006, plO). In fact, Hicks (2003) argues “the 

successful management of inclusion hinges on the development and implementation of 

a well founded whole school strategy that can be shown to be working” (p7). She also 

pointed out that there needs to be a school ethos where everyone “should be concerned 

with the big issues of improving achievement and learning for the school as a whole” 

(p7).

This in itself is a major implication for SENCOs: working out how to lead and develop 

staff to create an ethos where all pupils are equally valued, motivated and given the best
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opportunities to achieve to their full potential. It is particularly difficult if they still 

have full time teaching commitments as well as additional SENCO roles (Garner et al, 

1995), a lack of autonomy and status (Dyson et al, 1996), lack of funding (Rossiter, 

2005; Robinson, 2006) and inadequate training or qualifications to meet the demands of 

the changing role of the SENCO (Dyson and Millward, 1998).

From the analysis of responses (from the questionnaires) about values and attitudes, the 

researcher would be of the opinion that SENCOs were positive about inclusion and the 

implications of implementing SENDO. The researcher would also note that the 

SENCOs responded to the questions in an honest and genuine manner; many of the 

questions requesting the perception of the SENCO about others appeared to have a 

higher percentage of “don’t know” answers. This analysis enhances the validity to the 

overall findings from the questionnaire, illustrating the accuracy of knowledge from 

SENCOs about the readiness of other schools and the attitudes of other personnel to 

implement SENDO.

Even though the results presented generally positive values and attitudes towards 

SENDO, further probing during the group interviews presented a different picture. 

Discussion highlighted that there were vast differences in values and altitudes. The 

findings from this stud)' therefore echo Derrington’s (1997) research into the changing 

role of the SENCO following the introduction of the COP (1994). Me described how 

the 20 schools who responded to the change in requirements at that time also had huge 

differences in their values and attitudes. Derrington (1997) found that SENCOs did not 

experience an appropriate level of support to implement the COP (1994) and it would 

appear that the SENCOs who participated in this study had similar views about 

implementing SENDO.

At the group interviews the SENCOs were first of all given the opportunity to discuss in 

groups their definitions of inclusion and their ideas about the characteristics of inclusive 

schools and the key responses from this activity are represented in figure 3:
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Figure 3: SENCOs Ideas about the Definition of Inclusion / Characteristics of 

Inclusive Schools.
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Flexibility 
Integrity 
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Supportive
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Ability to adapt 

Co-operation 
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INCLUSIVE ENVIRONMENT
Open door policy 
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Safe and happy environment 
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DEFINITION
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SUPPORT AND 
COMMUNICATION

Collaboration 
Well informed staff 

Appropriate staff development 
Well trained staff with 
knowledge and skills 

Well structured networks 
Strong links with external 

agencies
Strong links with parents 

Strong links with community 
Strong links with health authority 

Strong links with other schools 
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LEARNING AND TEACHING
Specialist teachers 

All teachers should be teachers of SEN 
Access to the curriculum for everyone 

Achievement of full potential 
All pupils catered for 

All pupils fully integrated in class 
All pupils fully integrated 

in all aspects of school 
Learning together 

Achievement for all 
Active differentiation

These responses echo many of the definitions and ideas already mentioned in chapter 

three, especially Booth and Ainscow’s (2002) views about Inclusion in Education (see 

p43) and Campbell et al’s (2002) list of comprehensive strategies (see pp 44-45) which 

are needed to promote and implement inclusive practice. While these responses
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appeared to represent the positive attitudes about inclusion from the SENCOs who took

part, the discussion that followed highlighted a variety of positive and negative opinions

about the implications for them in implementing SENDO:

S E N  D O  is about the whole family, it 's  about values in education and  
really  i t ’s  to do with parents, teachers and  the child, w hereas at the 
m inute it 's  a ll to do w ith teacher a n d  ch ild  a n d  we do not have enough  
tim e to m eet w ith  the paren ts  as often as we w ou ld  like.
(Group 1)

We had  a ch ild  in our school in January  w ith severe difficulties; it 
p resen ted  difficulties with the o ther staff. Its ju s t  when the ch ild  came,
I  th ink his m other had  other issues around  bring ing  a ch ild  w ho is 
severely d isab led  -  that the o ther s ta f f  were traum atised  basica lly  fo r  
quite a fe w  m onths a n d  we had  to g ive them  support a n d  do the best 
we could. We got by -  we d id  w ell but we were very stressed.
(Group 4).

We had  to train our governors last yea r  a n d  w e were a stounded  at the 
level o f  interest that the governors had  in SEND O . Then w e rea lized  
that they 're  accountable, they 're  the ones who have to m ake the 
decisions and  they 're pan ick ing  ~ it 's  the accountab ility  that is w hy  
a n d  they p u t the onus on us to m ake it happen.
(Group 5).

A ll children having  the right to access the N orthern  Ireland  
C urriculum  in m ainstream  schools regardless o f  disability. T ha t's  
w hat is m eant by inclusion but it is not a lw ays appropriate. I t ’s  
po litica lly  correct and  idealistic but not w orkable; we fe e l  this cou ld  
have an adverse effect on both the m ainstream  children a n d  teachers  
a n d  also d isadvantage the specia l needs ch ild  w ho w ou ld  benefit fro m  
a calm  a n d  secure environm ent in a  specia l school.
(Group 3).

This comment prompted further discussion about the definition of inclusion in Northern 

Ireland. Many SENCOs then expressed views about lack of vision of inclusion in 

Northern Ireland in the future: some felt that special schools would eventually be 

empty, others felt that parents would choose mainstream and many were of the opinion 

that in the long term, mainstream schools would have special units attached. These 

perceptions reiterated the findings from the questionnaire where the SENCOs felt that 

children with SEN should attend mainstream schools, however the comments also 

raised concerns that the SENCOs do not have a good enough understanding of the
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legislation especially about the choice of school for children with SEN still being 

compatible with the wishes of the parent ( Article 3, SENDO, 2005).

DF.’s (2006) report on ‘The Future Role of the Special School’ should clarify the 

situation for SENCOs: it was to inform the outworking of SENDO, outline the future 

development of special school and mainstream accommodation as well as review SEN 

and inclusion. From DE’s (2006) research, carried out with staff in special schools 

there was strong opinion that the needs of pupils with severe learning difficulties (SLID) 

could not be met in mainstream schools and an acceptance that special schools should 

close only if the numbers were too small or if the quality of provision was 

unsatisfactory, instead:
effective collaboration arrangements between special schools and 
mainstream schools should be characterised by: a culture of inclusion; high 
quality, specialised training, available to teaching and non teaching staff in 
both school sectors, appropriate support from collaboration with allied 
Health Services and the sharing of good practices, such as: classroom 
management, individual education planning, target-setting and recording 
(PP12-13).

There is a need to exercise caution in relation to the opinions of staff in special schools; 

many of them may be anxious about ever having to teach in a mainstream school with 

larger classes and their responses may be biased to protect their current positions.

Interestingly, the suggestion regarding collaborative approaches as outlined by (IDE 

2006) should be reassuring to SENCOs as more children with SEN or disability move 

from the special school sector to mainstream. It should also be reassuring that special 

schools are still seen as part of the inclusive education system in Northern Ireland; it 

must also be remembered that while parents still have the right to choose a special 

school for their child, this could only change with a change in legislation. On the other 

hand it could be argued that IDE’s vision about collaboration is idealistic and presents 

further implications: finding time to liaise with and share experiences with colleagues 

from the special school sector and the health service as well as relaying the information 

to the rest of the staff within their own schools.
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5.3.1 Summary

In general, and according to the results from the questionnaire, SENCOs in Northern 

Ireland have mainly positive values and attitudes about SENDO. Through the eliciting 

of this information, however, a number of implications for implementing SENDO were 

also raised, for instance managing a wider range of SEN or disability and ensuring that 

reasonable steps are taken so that all pupils will be able to access the curriculum, the 

school building and all information without any less favourable treatment than anyone 

else.

fhe group interviews prompted many negative attitudes, feelings, and experiences that 

could not have been gleaned from the written word and as Tuckman (2000) (cited in 

Cohen et al, 2000) argued, allowed the researcher to have a better understanding of what 

was going on inside the heads of the SENCOs. Interactive discussion amongst the 

SENCOs brought out some of the fears they have about implementing SENDO: legal 

responsibilities, more accountability, delivering SENDO, lack of information sharing 

about new categories of SEN or disability and re-educating teachers to give cognisance 

to the implications of SENDO in their classrooms. As well as these key responsibilities, 

the SENCOs were concerned about feeling ineffective and the possibility of physical 

and emotional exhaustion as they try to win the hearts and minds of everyone in the 

school community to drive the changes needed to embed SENDO. In fact one comment 

summed up the feelings of many SENCOs:

You hove to co-ordinate a ll this a n d  have to take on m ore
responsib ility  a n d  all o f  these things are actually  very stressfu l and
upsetting.
(Group 2).

Many more detailed comments and concerns were discussed about the status of 

SENCOs within their schools, lack of resources, lack of accredited training, and issues 

about appropriate support to help with the implementation of SENDO and these will all 

be addressed in more detail in the following sections of this chapter.
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5.4 Theme 2: Status of a SENCO within a School

One of the main implications for SENCOs in implementing SEN DO is the status of a 

SENCO within a school: a controversial area worthy of discussion and which needs to 

be set within the context of the importance and understanding of the role and how the 

SENCO is viewed by others. Reflecting on the researcher’s interpretation of the roles 

which the SENCO is expected to perform (see pp 46-48). there are a number of ‘status' 

issues about the SENCO being a good role model: how they teach, how they carry out 

assessments, how effective they are at liaising with others and how they contribute to 

staff development. The decision-making role and the leadership / management role, 

however are more important in relation to status: whether or not they are in the 

appropriate position or have the power to bring about change to help implement 

SENDO.

The questionnaire results showed that most SENCOs (79%) agreed that the position of 

SENCO is viewed by the rest of the staff as a vital role in the school with nearly all 

(90%) indicating that the role is clearly documented. Almost all SENCOs (96%) 

appear to have a clear understanding of their own role in school, with a majority of 

SENCOs (67%) also perceiving that schools had a clear understanding of their role. 

They also felt that the majority of teachers (59%) had an understanding that the SENCO 

is no longer the 'Special Needs Teacher’ or the ‘Remedial Teacher’, suggesting perhaps 

that teachers are now more aware of the co-ordinating role of the SENCO. This in some 

ways is a contradiction to the fact that a minority of SENCOs (43%) still classed 

themselves as special needs teachers, another implication for implementing SENDO if 

the SENCOs are still promoting this as acceptable practice.

Almost everyone (93%) agreed that the staff would actively seek advice and support 

with regard to pupils with SEN. This was verified by almost all of the SENCOs (92%) 

who perceive that teachers welcome the SENCOs’ involvement in supporting them, and 

only a small number of SENCOs (7%) reported that staff did not ask for advice and 

support. In addition, almost all SENCOs (96%) agreed that they promoted their own 

role in school by offering support and regular advice to staff. While this is a positive 

attitude towards promoting the co-ordinating role of the SENCO, there are implications
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for Principals in how they value the role of the SENCO within a school and how much 

time they allocate to the SENCO to carry out the role. There are also implications for 

SENCOs in finding time to give adequate support to staff especially if they have heavy 

teaching commitments, or if the Principal does not perceive SEN to he a key priority. 

In fact it is quite likely that staff will require more SENCO support as more varieties of 

SEN or disability are included in mainstream schools and this also has implications for 

additional training for SENCOs to be able to respond to any new areas of concern.

Another issue which was highlighted in relation to the status of the SENCO was their 

involvement in decision making regarding finance. There were mixed responses to this: 

42% agreed that they were involved, whereas 46% did not agree that they had any 

autonomy or authorisation in how the special needs budget should be spent. These 

results demonstrate further implications for SENCOs in implementing SENDO. Some 

SENCOs have no knowledge of or control over the SEN budget within their school and 

this has implications for ensuring adequate resources for children with SEN or 

disability. Principals and BOG should ensure that SENCOs are included in financial 

matters so that those children who need additional provision are being fairly or 

sufficiently resourced.

The issue of delivering In Service Training (INSET) for staff is another implication for 

SENCOs. Most (76%) reported that they were already involved in INSET, which in the 

opinion of the researcher, suggests that they probably already have a staff development 

or leadership role within their school. Most (79%) also felt that this would become a 

more regular responsibility now that SENDO was operative and this could certainly be 

justified with the inclusion of a wider variety of SEN or disability categories in 

mainstream schools. Despite this however, and the acceptance of the importance of the 

SENCO role, most SENCOs (89%) had only been promoted to one or two management 

points on the teaching salary scale, with the majority (65%) on the Main Professional 

Grade pay scale or one management point. A majority ot SENCOs (64%) perceive that 

the role of the SENCO will change significantly now that SENDO is operative, and 

most (83%) stated that there is a definite need for the management points for SENCOs



to increase. This has implications for schools to find additional funding to address this 

issue.

Many of the issues which have been discussed to date: age and experience, 

responsibilities for managing provision for pupils with a variety of categories of SEN at 

all stages of the COP (1998), co-ordinating INSET, support and advice for staff and 

managing special needs budgets all seem to be important responsibilities within a 

school and valued by staff. This study, however, illuminated that only a minority (33%) 

are members of the SMT and from analysis of the overall results of this study, not being 

part of senior management appears to be one of the biggest implications for SENCOs in 

implementing SENDO.

Concerns about this were raised at all of the group interviews. There was a general 

feeling that, with the greater focus on accountability and an increased workload due to 

the new legislation, where the SENCO was now seen as the ‘expert’, there was 

definitely the potential for a change in status to enable them to have more autonomy and 

authority in decision making related to SENDO. Status in schools is very often 

associated with power, money and qualifications and many SENCOs feel that their 

current status is low by not being recognised as senior management, yet there are 

increased responsibilities, without any financial rewards or additional time given to 

carry out any new tasks associated with SENDO. This raises implications for 

Principals, BOG and the Department of Education about the status of the SENCO in 

general and the fact that there is no line of authority attached to the SENCO role in the 

same way that for instance a Year Head or Key Stage Co-ordinator would be considered 

within the promotional ladder in a school. Individual comments were made to reflect 

the feelings of many SENCOs:

There is a lw ays m ore to do w ith hits a n d  p ieces  a d d ed  on here a n d  
there a n d  y o u  're ju s t  expected  to get on w ith it.
(Group 1).

The role o f  the SE N C O  varies from  school to school. Som e schools  
consult m ore than others, som e SE N C O s have m ore centra l roles, 
others have no rea l change, basica lly  the sam e thing.
(Group 3).
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I th ink the sta tus o f  the SE N C O  is to be aw are o f  a  lot o f  w ider issues 
a n d  also to inform  s ta f f  o f  a ll the new  issues they have to dea l w ith  in 
the fo rm  o f  children in their classroom. Your sta tus w ill ultim ately  
change i f  yo u  are the person  responsible fo r  num ber one s ta f f  
awareness, a n d  num ber two -  to say w hether or not SE N D O  can m eet 
the needs o f  the child.
(Group 4).

These feelings about the variation in the role of the SENCO reiterate Dyson’s (1993) 

Innovatory Mainstream Practice Project, which also highlighted issues around the status 

of SENCOs. Dyson (1993) found that some SENCOs were very vulnerable, found it 

hard to know where they fitted in an organisation and had no clear definition of their 

role or the boundaries or their responsibilities. Similar to the comments made by 

SENCOs in this research, Dyson’s (1993) research drew attention to the feelings of 

SENCOs at that time: they felt there was a definite move from “a narrower to a much 

broader definition of their role” (pi 07).

DENI (1998) also found similarities with regard to the low status of the role of the

SENCO. In a survey of 700 schools about current practice in mainstream schools in

Northern Ireland, with regard to pupils with SEN, DENI (1998) reported that “the role

of the Special Needs Co-ordinator (SENCO) as envisaged by the code was somewhat

underdeveloped” (p3). More recently, these concerns were raised once again. A joint

report by the DfES and the Cabinet Office Regulatory Impact Unit (RIU 2003)

addressed specific issues around the status of SENCOs “highlighting the importance of

the role, and the need to support and clarify it” (SENCO, 2004, p2). While not

everyone agrees that the status had or would change, many SENCOs felt that the role

had become more strategic since the introduction ot SENDO:

The SE N C O  is g o ing  to be m ore a n d  m ore responsib le fo r  the 
stra teg ic  d irection  o f  the schoo l so there m ight be a conflict o f  interest 
in term s o f  the SE N C O  taking  on a m ore stra teg ic  role a n d  actually  
being  rem oved  aw ay fr o m  everyday m anagem ent issues.
(Group 3).

The SE N C O  is the m ain fac ilita tor, alm ost seen  as the expert w ith  
regard  to the legislation, and  there is a need  fo r  increased  lia ison  with  
the SE N C O  a n d  the sen ior m anagem ent w ith  regard  to the legisla tion  
i ts e l f  
(Group 5).



W ell I  w ou ld  say that they shou ld  he sen ior m anagem ent to be honest.
(Group 4).

These statements reflect Layton and Robertson’s (2005) small research project, where 

they examined SENCOs’ perceptions of their role. They found that post primary 

SENCOs in the West Midlands also felt that “the role should he routinely linked to 

membership of the senior management team or leadership team, thus formally 

recognising its strategic dimensions” (p5).

In relation to some of the SENCOs’ comments, it is interesting to note the many 

Government recommendations for the SENCO to be part of the SMT. The COP (1998) 

suggests that “it might be appropriate in some schools to have the SEN co-ordinator on 

the senior management team” (p8), DfES (2001) observed that schools would “find it 

effective for a senco to be a member of the senior leadership team” (p51) and a few 

years later, DIES (2004) again highlighted; “We want schools to see the SENCO as a 

key member of the senior leadership team, able to influence the development of policies 

for whole school improvement” (p58).

Despite these recommendations, other researchers illustrate that this does not seem to be 

the case. Tod (2004) discusses how “Sencos are not a homogonous group with an 

assured place in the senior leadership team” (p5), and Cole (2005), following her 

research with SENCOs in two unitary authorities in England and Wales, about the 

changing role under the revised COP (DfES 2001), described the role of the SENCO as 

“a poisoned chalice” with “low status and little management power” (p6).

Despite all the recommendations over the last nine years, the results from this research 

still highlight that still only a minority of SENCOs (33%) are members of senior 

management. This reflects the findings from another recent study in Northern Ireland, 

when DE (2006) found that only a small minority of SENCOs (17%) were part of the 

SMT, although DE’s (2006) study only sampled 21 schools, making it more difficult to 

make a legitimate comparison. It is difficult to understand that il the Government in 

England and Wales and in Northern Ireland recommended and wanted SENCOs to be 

part of senior management, why very little has been done to ensure that these

114



recommendations were implemented: now with SENDO and all the additional duties 

associated w'ith the SENCO role, there are implications for schools and the Government 

to move this recommendation forward.

Despite the fact that only a minority of SENCOs (33%) are on the SMT within their 

school, it was obvious from the data gleaned that there is a wide range of practice within 

schools in Northern Ireland. The following quotes from SENCOs reflect the range of 

views and practice:

I f  SE N C O s are go ing  to be leaders w ithin the schoo l, then sure ly  their  
p lace  is in sen ior m anagem ent.
(G roup 1).

The SE N C O  is now  referred  to as p a r t o f  the leadership  team  o f  our  
school.
(Group 3).

/  p erso n a lly  fe e l  that the SE N C O  shou ld  be on sen ior m anagem ent, 
but 1 th ink i t ’s  being done now  through alternative m eans: this year,
I ’m included  or invo lved  in m eetings w henever there is som eth ing  
th a t's  crucia l w ithin the specia l needs w ithin the school. So now  the 
P rincipa l sets up a session every fo r tn ig h t w here 1 w ou ld  com e a n d  
a ttend  or else m eet w ith  him  ju s t  to discuss issues w ith in  the school.
(Group 2).

These quotations would indicate that perhaps there has been some change in the status 

of SENCOs, ranging from wanting to be part of senior management to being part of 

senior management, or linking with senior management as and when appropriate. This 

position was also borne out by DE’s (2006) study, that while most (83%) SENCOs were 

not on SMT, they do play a central role within schools, providing senior management 

with regular updates on matters pertaining to special education: “In many of the schools 

visited, for example, they participated in, and exert influence on, various high profile 

working groups” (pi4). This suggests a positive step in the right direction towards the 

recommendations made by the Government over the last nine years, however does raise 

further implications as to how schools could accommodate SENCOs to be more 

involved in and have more autonomy with regard to all decisions pertaining to SEN or 

disability.
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5.4.1 Summary

Most SENCOs (79%) were of the opinion that they play a vital role in school, with a 

majority (55%) working very much in the role of a co-ordinator. Almost everyone 

(96%) thought that they offered support and advice to other members of staff and that 

this was very much appreciated. Many of the SENCOs are involved in important 

aspects of special education provision in school including the delivery of INSET (76%) 

and financial matters (42%), yet only a minority (33%) are members of the SMT. This 

appeared to be one of the biggest areas of concern in relation to the current status of 

SENCOs; not having the autonomy or authority to make decisions about the 

implementation of SENDO. There appears however, to be a move towards better 

involvement with senior management across Northern Ireland; this was reflected in 

quotations from SENCOs and in other recent research in Northern Ireland.

5.5 Theme 3: Resources

Another theme which emerged from the questionnaire and which was further explored 

in the focus groups was the issue of 'Resources’. Questions were asked to draw out 

information about key issues: workload / time, funding and human resources. The next 

section will present the findings about each of these resources; discuss how they are 

interlinked and their impact on the changing role of the SENCO in trying to implement 

SENDO:

I  f i n d  adm in  is the m ost stressfu l aspect o f  the S E N C O ’s  jo b , because  
y o u r  f ir s t  p r io r ity  is the children. It com es dow n to m oney -  having  
the resources a n d  having  the time.
(Group 2).

5.5.1 Workload / Time
The questionnaire provided a lot of information about the workload of SENCOs: the 

different tasks that they have to do, how important they feel they are and the amount of 

time spent on each area. In relation to time spent, SENCOs were asked to identify the 

number of hours -  fewer than 2, 2-6, 7-10, 11-16 or more than 16 per week spent on 

each task. From the analysis of the results, there appeared to be a trend whereby the 

majority or almost all SENCOs (64%-98%) reported that they were spending up to six
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hours on any one of the tasks about which they were asked. This information along 

with the SENCOs’ perceptions about importance is represented in figure 4:

Figure 4: Use of SENCO Time and Perception about Importance

□  % of SENCOs spending up to 6 hours on each task  Ui Perception of importance

120 r -

A B C D E F G H  I J K

T ask s

Key to tasks:
A Teaching classes specifically for children with SEN 
B Teaching withdrawal groups
C Giving in class support or team teaching
D Pupil assessment
E Supporting, advising or problem solving with other members of staff 
F Administration
G Attending meetings
H Developing SEN resources
l Liaising with parents
J Liaising with external agencies
K Developing policies

Obviously there was a range of time allocation for each of these tasks ranging from less 

than two hours to more than 16 hours, however this trend suggests that SENCOs could 

spend the equivalent of up to one day a week (approximately six hours) on any of the 

SENCO related tasks, and that the majority to almost all (69% - 97%) of SENCOs felt 

that all of them are important. While there would not be enough hours in the school 

week for SENCOs to allocate six hours to each oi these tasks, unless some of the work



is done at home, the trend alludes to professionalism and dedication from the SENCOs 

in ensuring that all tasks receive adequate time allocation. This already impacts on 

SENCOs with their existing workload and has further implications for SENCOs in 

implementing SENDO as the demands on time are likely to increase as the legislation 

becomes more embedded into mainstream schools.

There will be increased numbers of children with SEN or disability needing to be 

assessed and a bigger range of resources needed to ensure appropriate curriculum access 

for all. SENCOs will also need to provide more support and advice for mainstream 

colleagues as new categories of SEN or disability come on board. Since parents will 

have increased rights, it is quite likely that there will be more pressure from them, and a 

need for more liaising with additional external agencies, for instance medical 

professionals. Administrative duties such as the development and updating of policies 

to co-ordinate and manage the changing profile of pupils, will undoubtedly increase, as 

will the need for more meetings in order to ensure effective and meaningful 

communication throughout the school.

Further investigation of time allocation and tasks revealed some interesting but not 

surprising information with regard to the differences between the primary and the post 

primary sector and the teaching of special needs classes, and withdrawal groups. Cross 

tabulation showed that very few post primary SENCOs (7%) teach special needs classes 

compared to a majority of primary SENCOs (70%), and similarly only a small number 

of post primary SENCOs (7%) teach withdrawal groups as compared to most primary 

SENCOs (75%). This information in some ways supports the findings reported on p92 

where 74% of those who classified themselves as being special needs teachers work in 

primary schools and are probably still operating very much as traditional co-ordinators, 

working exclusively with children with learning difficulties (Dyson, 1993).

On the other hand however, it was unusual to find from the cross tabulation that only a 

small number of post primary SENCOs (6%) are involved in team teaching or in - class 

support, compared to a majority ol primary SENCOs (73%) who report that they arc 

involved in this role. This would contradict the idea about some primary SENCOs still



operating as traditional co-ordinators; rather they have moved to being extended co

ordinators who are still grounded in targeting and working with a narrow range of 

special needs children, but are moving towards whole school support (Dyson, 1993).

This is a positive move towards implementing SENDO as these SENCOs become 

involved in wider school issues and development activities, however the implications 

for this are having adequate funding and time to enable the school to fulfil all the 

teaching commitments necessary as well as enabling the SENCO to fulfil all the other 

tasks associated with the co-ordinator's role.

SENCOs reported on what they felt to be the three most important roles for them, as 

well as their perceptions of what staff believes to be important for the role of the 

SENCO. These are shown in table 7:

Talile 7: The Most Important Roles for a SENCO

Priority SENCOs perceptions about 
the most important roles 

for SENCOs
%

SENCOs perceptions 
about what staff believe 
to be the most important 

roles for SENCOs

%

1 Supporting, advising and 
problem solving with 
members of staff

70
Supporting, advising and 
problem solving with 
members of staff

70

2 Liaising with parents 52 Administration 41

3 Administration 36 Teaching withdrawal 
groups

38

Despite the fact that all tasks were deemed to be important, there were different 

priorities about what SENCOs felt and their perceptions of what other members of staff 

felt to be the most important. The advancement of inclusion is perhaps emphasised by 

the fact that the number one priority for everyone was - supporting advising and 

problem - solving with members of staff. Reasons for this might suggest that there may 

be an increase in problems needing solved since SENDO became operative, or schools
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are further embracing inclusion at whole school and classroom level, moving towards 

an inclusive whole school culture with inclusive staff collaboration and teamwork.

On the other hand, if teaching withdrawal groups (the perceived priority 3 for staff) is 

seen as high on the agenda from the perception of staff, then this has implications for 

SENCOs in implementing SENDO: teachers may still regard this as high on their 

priority list because it is common practice within their schools or SENCOs may 

perceive this to be a high priority for other staff because they think that is what teachers 

want. Whatever the reason, there is still much work to be done in helping staff to accept 

that teaching methodologies need to change to address diversity in mainstream 

classrooms and that this will need to be further developed as SENDO becomes more 

operational in practice. SENCOs will need to exercise their liaison role, their staff 

development role and their leadership role as interpreted by the researcher on pp 47 - 

48, to lead and encourage the effective application of good practice throughout the 

school in developing joint teaching approaches in classrooms, rather than facilitating the 

provision of additional support through withdrawal classes.

Administration was also perceived to be important (priority 3 for SENCOs and 

perceived priority 2 for staff). While there will always be administrative tasks 

associated with any role, SENDO will present further implications for SENCOs in 

trying to co-ordinate provision to meet the needs of the increased numbers of children 

with SEN or disability, yet keeping the administration manageable.

The role of the SENCO and associated tasks was also highlighted when SENCOs were 

asked to approximate their current practice. This question was linked to Dyson’s (1993) 

work as previously discussed on pp 50- 51. It was designed to examine the changing 

role of the SENCO, where C represented the Traditional Co-ordinator, A represented 

the Extended Co-ordinator and B represented the Transformed Co-ordinator and to 

validate some of the information gleaned so far as to how SENCOs are performing in 

their role to implement SENDO and promote inclusive practice in their schools. 

Responses suggested that SENCOs are spending more time on supporting the learning
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of all pupils in inclusive settings in preference to working exclusively with individuals 

or small groups of pupils. The findings from this are presented in table 8:

Table 8: Approximate Current Practice of SENCOs

SENCOs indications of what most closely resembles their current

practice

0//o

Returns
A Extended Co-ordinator

1 deal mainly with children with learning difficulties.

I am involved in support teaching with colleagues.

I teach mainly bottom stream classes.

1 am involved in a range of SEN and non SEN issues across the school. 

1 manage SEN issues and administration.

37%

B Transformed Co-ordinator

I am generally known as a “Learning Support “or “Teaching and Learning 

Co-ordinator”.

1 have some involvement in teaching children with learning difficulties.

I am responsible for developing effective mainstream learning strategies.

1 am responsible for the development of SEN resources.

I co-ordinate whole school policies.

49%

C Traditional Co-ordinator

1 am known generally as a “Remedial Teacher” or Special Needs Teacher”.

1 work exclusively with children with learning difficulties.

I teach withdrawal groups (1-1 or small groups).

1 teach only bottom stream classes.

1 work largely independently with occasional liaison with mainstream 

classes.
L __ .__

14%

Again this has some implications (or the implementation of ShNDO. It is pleasing to 

acknowledge that the biggest number of SENCOs (49%), albeit still a minority, coded 

themselves as transformed co-ordinators with more of a focus towards learning support 

and responsibility for developing effective mainstream strategies, and that 37% coded 

themselves as extended co-ordinators, also moving in that direction. I he main



implications, however, are for the SENCOs who still coded themselves as traditional 

co-ordinators (14%): implications from this response suggests that there is a need for 

further training and support from ELB officers to help these SENCOs develop a more 

inclusive culture within their schools through reviewing and evaluating policy and 

practice.

To date, responses to questions about current practice have provided an overview of 

workload / time commitment for SENCOs, raising a number of concerns around these 

issues. Whilst it has already been reported that most SENCOs (91%) believe 

administration to be important (in fact this was the only area in the questionnaire where 

a majority (52%) strongly agreed as opposed to agreeing), there are a number of 

concerns about the time needed to carry out the tasks. Currently almost all SENCOs 

(89%) spend up to 6 hours per week on administration tasks, yet most (80%) stated that 

this was not enough. The majority (64%) reported that they only get between 0-2 hours 

per week administration time and only a small number of SENCOs (2%) were non 

teaching with 30+ hours to perform their role. Cross tabulation showed that these came 

from both the primary and the post primary sectors: from the 269 SENCOs who 

responded to this question, there were only six primary and one post primary full time 

SENCOs. Although this would appear like a luxury considering all the tasks the 

SENCO has to do, only eight primary SENCOs and one post primary SENCO wanted to 

do the job full time. This suggests that these SENCOs are more focused on their 

teaching role as opposed to the co-ordinating role of the SENCO, another implication in 

implementing SEN DO.

From those who felt they did not have enough time, there was a variety of responses 

about how much time would be needed. Requests ranged between 0-30 hours, however 

most (86%) suggested that between 8-10 hours would be appropriate. There is 

considerable difference between 0-2 hours which the majority ol SENCOs (64%) have 

for administration time and 8-10 hours which most (86%) felt would be needed. 

Furthermore, most SENCOs (88%) reported that SENDO would require them to have 

additional time to perform their role as SENCO, and this issue was reinforced at the 

focus groups.
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I here was general agreement at all of the group interviews that SENCOs do not have 

enough time, with a number of comments made from SENCOs who could be 

categorised as part time SENCOs who are both teaching and carrying out the other 

SENCO tasks:

The lime I have is to ta lly  inadequate, l  w ould  need  at least one fu l l  
day a w eek p u t aside fo r  SEN.
(Group 1).

It is hard  to fin d  time to com m unicate w ith everybody ...I  w ou ld  need  
an additional tw o fr e e  hours p e r  w eek teacher release tim e fo r  admin, 
testing  a n d  m eeting  w ith parents.
(Group 1).

K eeping  up to date is very challenging  i f  yo u  are a teaching  SENCO .
(Group 5).

You w ou ld  n eed  a  fu n d e d  fu l l  time SE N C O  to liaise.
(Group 2).

The following comment seems to sum up many of the frustrations from a number of 

SENCOs:

I  don  7 th ink any SE N C O  fe e ls  that they get enough time. We teachers  
like to do things as w ell as we can a n d  yo u  fe e l  yo u  're not do ing  yo u r  
jo b  properly, w hatever aspect o f  it, w hether its testing  or whatever, 
y o u  ju s t  fe e l  its fru s tra tin g  especia lly  w hen y o u  ’re a  class teacher a n d  
no tim e to do th ings the w ay y o u  th ink they need  to be done.
(Group 5).

These findings present interesting implications for implementing SENDO. Most 

SENCOs (88%) have acknowledged that SENDO will require more time, yet most of 

them (86%) only requested 8-10 hours to carry out their role. This again suggests that 

these SENCOs attach more importance to their teaching role in preference to co

ordinating provision. Perhaps they have not really given enough consideration to the 

changes that might need to be made to fully embrace the legislation, for instance the co

ordination of support and administration connected with more children with statements 

in mainstream education. Being a part time or full time SENCO also has implications 

for the status of the SENCO: whether the job is valued as a whole school role or 

whether it is tagged on to the teaching role. Again there are links between time and 

funding depending on the ethos of individual schools and how the BOG and Principals
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choose to spend their budget. Contrary to this however, it could he argued that 

'teaching SENCOs’ could one day become the idealistic disappearing co-ordinators 

(Dyson, 1993), where their duties as SENCOs have been devolved, where everyone 

teaches and all staff work collaboratively to develop a whole school approach to meet 

the needs of all children.

The findings of this study echo the findings of many previous researchers: many 

SENCOs in Northern Ireland share similar frustrations and difficulties as other SENCOs 

elsewhere. Griffiths (2001), a SENCO in a secondary school in West Yorkshire 

discusses some of her concerns around resources: namely keeping record systems 

manageable, lack of access to school computer systems and lack of time to review IEPs 

on a termly basis (pp 144-148). Griffiths (2001) also complained about a lack of time 

for discussion with professionals. A few years later Tod (2004) reminded us again 

about the frustrations of SENCOs. She quotes a finding from the National Union of 

Teachers’ study (NUT 2004) where “Many SENCOS voiced exasperation and anxiety 

at how difficult it was to manage their time and stated that they consistently feel there 

are not enough hours in the day to enable them to cope and to discharge their 

responsibilities as SENCOS adequately” (p5).

These findings in relation to time are also similar to Winter and Kilpatrick’s (2001) 

cross-jurisdictional comparison of the special needs resource teachers in Northern 

Ireland and Ontario. They also found that the factor that impacted most on respondents 

was “not enough time to do the job effectively” (p 66). Not surprisingly other studies in 

Northern Ireland have shown similar results. In Moran and Abbott’s (2006) research 

regarding the development of inclusive education in Northern Ireland, one SENCO 

reported “Time management is a huge issue. I can’t deny the children what they need so 

it’s done in my own time” (p 123).

The researcher of this study would surmise that many SENCOs in Northern Ireland 

spend time doing administration at home; this appears obvious by the findings from 

questions 13. 14 and 15, where most SENCOs (86%) felt they needed 8-10 hours but 

the majority (64%) only get 0-2 hours in school time. DE (2006) in their survey ol 27 

primary schools about the effectiveness of the use of assistants for pupils with SEN in
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mainstream schools also found that “several sencos raised the issue of lack of time to 

complete all the allocated duties effectively” (p9). Similarly in another study carried 

out by DE (2006) on the provision and outcomes of pupils with SEN in post primary 

schools, they found that the time available to the SENCOs to carry out their work was a 

significant factor. They quoted that there should be “less emphasis on the 

administrative aspects of the post of SENCO and a greater focus on responding more 

effectively to the diverse needs of the pupils” (pi 5).

Lack of time appears to be an ongoing issue. Dyson and Millward (1998) found that in 

their survey of 700 schools in Northern Ireland “over a third of SENCOs reported that 

they have no timetabled time to carry out their role” (p20), even though 

recommendations were made in the COP (1998): “Boards of Governors and principals 

should therefore give careful thought to the SEN co-ordinator’s teaching commitments 

and responsibilities” (p7). Despite recommendations from nine years ago, the findings 

from Moran and Abbott (2006), the two DE (2006) surveys and this specific study 

continue to highlight lack of time as a key factor with evidence that very little progress 

has been made to increase administrative time for SENCOs: perhaps lack of monitoring 

of the implementation of the COP (1998) could be to blame for many of the 

implications for SENCOs in now having to implement SENDO: if some of these issues 

had been addressed over the last nine years, then SENCOs would be in a better position 

to embrace the new legislation with adequate time to do so.

5.5.2 Funding
Lack of funding or lack of knowledge about funding was another key issue which was 

illuminated from this research. Whilst there were mixed responses from the 

questionnaire about SENCOs involvement in budgetary matters (42% involved and 

46% not involved) the group interviews raised further emotive comments about funding 

and how lack of finance is linked to the time allocation and workload for the SENCO.

Many SENCOs admitted to having a lack of knowledge about funding with one person 

questioning:
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D o a ll schools have m oney fo r  SENCO s, I w asn  7 su re?
(Group 4)

This was an amazing question and the researcher was fascinated to find that so many 

SENCOs had such little knowledge about funding. This has major implications for 

implementing SENDO. if the SENCOs’ status is such that they have accountability to 

ensure appropriate provision for all children with SEN or disability yet have little or no 

understanding or involvement in school budgets. Beek (2002) argues “The concept of 

distributing resources is based on the fundamental principle that those with the greatest 

need will require additional targeted resources to support their learning” (plO), therefore 

SENCOs need to know how school are allocated their funding: how the Local 

Management of Schools (LMS) arrangements are determined in Northern Ireland and 

especially how the funding for SEN is allocated.

Apart from the Age Weighted Pupil Units (AWPU) factor, based on the numbers and 

ages of pupils in a school, additional money for SEN is allocated under ‘Targeting 

Social Need’. This includes a social deprivation element: the entitlement to free school 

meals, and an educational need element based on the attainment at key stage 2 and 3 for 

post-primary schools and in primary schools it is based on Warnock s factor which 

assesses the likely population to require additional support for learning. (DE 2007). In 

addition, all special units receive an additional 0.06% of the overall SEN budget from 

DE. Code of Practice money (approximately £2.5million for 2006/2007) is also 

allocated specifically for SEN based on the interest of equality across Northern Ireland. 

All schools receive a minimum amount with additional funding based on the numbers of 

children on the SEN register at stages 1-4 of the COP (1998), and double weighting 

given to pupils with statements.

While some SENCOs did not seem to know very much about funding for SEN, one

SENCO from a grammar school made a very interesting comment:

There is not enough fu n d in g  fo r  gram m ar schools. The D epartm ent o f  
Education  fo r  N orthern Ire land  needs to review  its p o licy  as it 
disadvantages g ifted  children.
(Group 3).
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This is one comment worth further consideration as ‘Gifted and Talented’ is not 

currently a category of SEN. With however, the ongoing fundamental review of SEN in 

Northern Ireland, of which the information is still confidential to DE, there is the 

potential to include 'Gifted and Talented’ (and in fact other categories such as ethnic 

minority children) in the wider context of inclusion. All of the additional categories 

along with SEN or disability would then be referred to as ‘Additional Needs’, a term 

that is now commonly used in Scotland and one which has been loosely discussed 

within the field of education in Northern Ireland as being a possibility to replace 

‘Special Educational Needs’. If this becomes policy in Northern Ireland, then the 

allocation of funding to progress the implementation of SENDO will need to be 

reviewed to accommodate a much wider category of pupils within the education system.

Issues around funding have also been evident in previous studies. Following the 

introduction of the COP (1994) Bowers (1996) examined the role of 63 SENCOs in one 

urban LEA in England. He concluded that most SENCOs viewed the management of 

resources as an accounting exercise. More recently, Cole (2005) also raised concerns 

about funding. She claimed that “the implications for funding could be significant” (p6) 

following the introduction of SENDA (2001) and the revised COP (2001). Attempting 

to include all children within the everyday life of school could “lead to more 

educationally effective expenditure for pupils with SEN or to more money being spent 

on complaints and appeals procedures" (p6). II this was to be the case in Northern 

Ireland, with more money needed for administration, then there could be implications 

for staffing arrangements within schools where SENCOs could have an even bigger 

teaching commitment or there could be a reduction of any part time special needs 

teachers that are currently employed. Rossiter (2005) discussed her role as senior 

SENCO and how her team of five special needs teachers was reduced to two, due to 

lack of funding.

In another study following the introduction of SENDA (2001), Layton and Robertson 

(2005) also elicited views from SENCOs and reported similarities to this particular 

study: “some SENCOs are excluded from discussions about the SEN budget" (p5). In 

fact they found that “No SENCO mentioned any responsibility that might include
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handling budgets’' (p5). It is important however, to keep their findings within the 

context that it was a small scale study of only 27 SENCOs. Layton and Robertson 

(2005) also found that funding issues were linked to time and workload in that finance 

was needed “to support both non contact time and administrative help for those 

teachers” (p5). Lack of funding also has implications for resources both material and 

human and this was highlighted by the comment:

The other b ig issue is resources.
(Group 4).

When this comment was further explored however, the main concerns of the SENCOs 

were about human resources.

5.5.3 Human Resources

There were some positive responses about human resources: most SENCOs (85%) felt 

that class teachers were a good human resource who fulfilled their curricular 

responsibilities for pupils with SEN and this augurs well for further advancing SENDO 

and the inclusion agenda. In relation to other human resources however, a majority 

(55%) were concerned that their school did not have sufficient numbers of classroom 

assistants (CAs), even though almost all the SENCOs (98%) felt that CAs are essential 

to enable the school to support pupils with SEN.

The results of the questionnaire, along with discussions at the group interviews 

highlighted how the concept of adult assistance has recently become quite controversial, 

especially now that SENDO has become operative. CAs are currently allocated 

depending on the severity of rather than the numbers of children with SEN or disability, 

with statemented pupils normally having full time access. This has implications for 

SENCOs: with the increasing numbers of statemented pupils attending mainstream 

schools, under the auspices of SENDO, it raises the issue as to whether schools will 

need increased numbers of CAs or whether having an increased number of adults in the 

classroom is appropriate. There are a number of issues around this.
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First the service is already costly: £44.71 million for 2004-2005 (DE, 2006, p4) and 

could become even more so if the trend continued whereby all statemented pupils 

attending mainstream were to have their own CA. This also leads to what is commonly 

referred to as the 'Velcro’ syndrome where the CA is too closely attached to one pupil, 

and this can have a negative impact on the interaction between peers. There is also the 

issue of the CA giving the child too much help which may not always be in the child’s 

best interest academically. SENDO will mean more children with SEN or disability in 

mainstream classrooms; therefore there are implications for schools. They need to 

decide how much of their funding should be allocated to employ CAs and how best to 

manage their time so that individuals and groups of children are supported appropriately 

to enhance their education.

Second, it raises some issues about the size of the building or classroom, creates 

difficulties for children in knowing who the ‘leader’ is in the class, and adds tensions to 

the relationships between the teachers and CAs: for instance there can be difficulties 

when a Beginning Teacher (BT) has to work with or manage a number of older and 

experienced CAs. This of course could become an implication for SENCOs if they 

have overall responsibility for managing CAs. A majority of SENCOs (54%) stated 

that they are responsible for line managing CAs, yet cross tabulation showed that as far 

as salaries are concerned, most of those SENCOs (83%) are only on the Main 

Professional Grade or on one or two management points. This would suggest that there 

is an increase in the more managerial aspect of the role of the SENCO with perhaps a 

more extensive workload but without any financial benefit.

Moran and Abbott (2006) also found that numerous SENCOs now have a full time core 

role that has become demanding, diverse and managerial in nature. 1 here may even be 

similar traits to DE’s (2006) survey on the effective use of assistants for pupils with 

SEN in mainstream schools, where they found that "the responsibility for managing the 

work of the Special Educational Needs Classroom Assistants had been delegated 

unofficially to the SENCO: in fact in a few schools the SENCOs appeared not to be 

aware that this was now part of their duties” (p9). There are certainly implications ii 

SENDO leads to schools employing more CAs which need to be managed by SENCOs;
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this will impact on their time, workload and will add stress to their job from the issues 

which have just been highlighted.

A third issue which impacts on SENCOs is training CAs about SENDO: if SENCOs 

have increased responsibilities to deliver INSET to staff, then they need to find time to 

keep CAs up to date with the same information. This creates difficulties due to the 

differences in the conditions of employment for CAs and teachers: CAs do not normally 

attend staff development days as they do not get paid or get time in lieu, and there are 

difficulties in finding the time during the school day when the CAs are officially 

employed to be with the pupils.

DE (2006) found in their survey of effective use of assistants for pupils with SEN in

mainstream Schools that:
Several principals reported difficulties caused by references in children’s 
statements to the need for one-to-one support; as a result of this 
recommendation, a small number of parents had claimed ‘ownership’ on 
behalf of their child of a specific SEN CA and this had caused problems 
when teachers wanted the SEN CA to support other children or when a 
Principal wished to deploy SEN CAs with different classrooms and teachers. 
This emphasis on one-to-one support also increases the potential for ‘learned 
helplessness’ and thus could diminish the speed at which a child develops 
full independence (p4).

A number of SENCOs were in agreement with DE’s (2006) finding, highlighting further

issues about lack of training for SENCOs in having to deal with CAs:

C lassroom  assistants are a b ig issue fo r  m ainstream  schools, w ith so  
m any adults -  we 're not used  to that - having so  m any adults in the 
room  and  th a t ’s  a difficult one fo r  the class teacher -  how  to m anage  
so  m any adults in the room  and  what y o u  are a llow ed  to g ive them  to 
do. That was som eth ing  y o u  were never tra ined  fo r  as a  m ainstream  
teacher -  we weren t aw are o f  a ll that until it happened.
(Group 4).

The appropriateness of the role of the CAs was another controversial issue raised in 

both the questionnaire and through discussion. A minority of SENCOs (44%) claimed 

that CAs are not always used for the purpose of supporting pupils with SEN. This was 

not seen as a problem, rather many favoured the idea of using CAs as administrative 

support and saw this as a positive way to help them keep records up to date, so that the
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SENCOs could devote more of their time to support pupils with SEN or disability, or 

collaborate with other members of staff:

we need  m ure personnel like classroom  assistants to help with day to
day work like filing , photocopying  and  typing.
(Group 1).

This was a view shared previously by Griffiths (2001) who claimed that having support 

from learning support assistants (as they are more commonly referred to in England) 

helped to make her job “rewarding and achievable” (p 148).

Robinson (2006) drew attention to more major negative initiatives regarding the role of 

support staff. She raised the issue of funding and discusses how lack of funding created 

turbulence and tension for SENCOs in England: Some school leaders were encouraged 

“to redefine the SENCO post and cut costs by appointing teaching assistants instead of 

qualified teachers” (p31 ). There is however now clear guidance from the Education and 

Skills Select Committee’s recommendation that “all SENCOs should be qualified 

teachers” (p31). Since Northern Ireland often follows policy and practice in England 

and Wales, this decision should be reassuring to SENCOs in Northern Ireland that 

hopefully they will not be replaced by CAs.

5.5.4 Summary
A lack of resources has been raised as an implication for SENCOs in embracing 

inclusive practice and implementing SENDO. The role of the SENCO is changing from 

the traditional co-ordinator (14%) to the transformed co-ordinator (49%) to promote 

more inclusive practice in a more coordinating role, with the results of this research 

providing evidence to support this: almost all SENCOs (93%) are now spending up to 6 

hours per week involved in supporting, advising and problem solving with other 

members of staff to support the learning of all pupils, with fewer (64%) spending up to 

6 hours per week teaching withdrawal groups.

While SENCOs have made some progress in advancing more inclusive practice, their 

concerns about the need lor more resouices continues to be a major issue. Many 

SENCOs felt that all their tasks were important yet there is still a lack of time, a lack of



human resources and a lack ol funding to enable them to fulfil their increasingly 

demanding and changing role as SEN DO becomes further embedded in schools in 

Northern Ireland.

One SENCO made a statement which clearly sums up many of the overall findings of

this section about the lack of resources to support the implementation of SENDO:

Since SE N D O  we a ll have m ore and  m ore children w ith specia l needs 
in our classes a n d  its getting  to the stage now  that th e r e ’s no tim e to 
do that or th ere 's  no fu n d in g  to support that or peop le  have too m uch  
w ork to do that y o u  're saying  to yo u r  own teachers yo u  'll have to do  
that y o u r s e lf  so that defeats the whole purpose o f  d iscussing  
ch ildren 's  needs and  how  can we include them  successfu lly  in our  
schools .
(Group 1).

5.6 Theme 4 -  Professional Development -  Qualifications / Training / Support

The final theme revealed by the questionnaire analysis and further explored in the semi 

structured interviews with groups of SENCOs was the whole area of ‘Professional 

Development’: issues around qualifications, training and support. While support is not 

always associated with professional development, it has been included in this section as 

it overlaps with training from ELBs and other external agencies and can sometimes be 

regarded as professional development of SENCOs.

Issues around qualifications, training and support were raised almost 30 years ago 

(DES, 1978) and were reiterated as priorities for SENCOs 20 years later in the COP 

(1998) and by Dyson and Millward (1998). Warnock (DES, 1978) stressed the 

importance of adequate training for all teachers: “all teachers should be helped through 

training to recognise and understand those special needs” (p252). It was also 

recommended that “teachers with defined responsibilities for such children should 

undertake additional training” (DES, 1978. p252). In addition, Warnock (DES, 1978) 

offered suggestions as to how the provision of advice and support in special education 

should be organised to meet the needs of teachers as effectively as possible:
Firstly, there should be special education and advisory teachers who will
each be responsible for providing advice and support to ordinary schools.
Secondly, there should be peripatetic specialist teachers whose work with
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particular disabilities may cover a wide geographical area. Thirdly, many 
authorities will require advisers with responsibility for co-ordinating the 
work of a group of advisory teachers in a sub-division of the authority’s area 
and the work of the peripatetic specialist teachers in a particular field of 
disability. Fourthly, each local education authority should have a senior 
adviser in special education responsible for providing services to schools.
(p257).

Twenty years later, similar recommendations were published in the COP (1998). 

Advice in the COP (1998) was that schools should ensure that appropriate arrangements 

were in place for INSET and professional development of staff. This would help them 

to work effectively with pupils with SEN, therefore “Schools and Boards should 

consider the particular training needs of SEN co-ordinators and Governors in the light 

of this Code” (p9). At the same time, Dyson and Millward (1998) recommended “The 

development of mechanisms and processes to support SENCOs and Principals as key 

players in the implementation of the Code” (p4). Areas suggested by Dyson and 

Millward (1998) included INSET support, a review of support services provided to 

schools by ELBs and other agencies, a review of the role of the special schools in 

partnerships with mainstream schools and a review ol training for class teachers, 

SENCOs and Governors. Dyson and Millward (1998) were aware of the relative lack of 

trained SENCOs and therefore recommended that “a framework of accredited training 

for SENCOs be developed within the province” (p62). The purpose of this was to 

promote the networking of SENCOs and to enable ELBs and DENI to take every 

opportunity in formulating guidance and organising INSE1 events both to emphasise 

the extended role of the SENCO and to raise the status.

Almost ten years later, it appears pertinent to examine the current situation in relation to 

the professional development of SENCOs, especially since the introduction of SENDO. 

The next section will therefore present and discuss the findings from this study in 

relation to the qualifications, training and support needed to help implement SENDO.
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5.6.1 Qualifications

The questionnaire illuminated that just under half of the SENCOs (45%) do not have 

any qualifications within the area of SEN and of the majority who have qualifications 

(55%); the main ones are illustrated in table 9

Table 9: Main Qualifications of SENCOs

Qualifications Frequency of returns %

Diploma in Professional 
Development (SEN)

68 19

Reading Recovery 20 6

DASE: Special Education 15 4

Total 103 29

It should be noted that Reading Recovery is not normally recognised as a SEN 

qualification; however it is very useful in supporting children with learning difficulties.

There were in addition to these, a range of miscellaneous diplomas, certificates and 

degrees in areas of SEN but without any clear focus on the work of a SENCO: MEd, 

MA in Psychology, Certificate of Remedial Education and a Diploma in Education of 

Retarded Children.

The fact that so many SENCOs surveyed have no qualifications is a disappointing 

finding, especially since this research showed that the majority (53%) of SENCOs have 

over 20 years teaching experience, the majority (52%) have been in post for more than 

five years and most (79%) felt that their role was vital in their school. Some of the 

qualifications stated i.e. the Certificate in Remedial Education or the Diploma in the 

Education of Retarded Children may also indicate that some SENCOs have not 

undertaken any recent or relevant training, which may impact on their credibility to 

implement SENDO. From the researcher’s experience, credibility, status and 

qualifications are often linked; therefore if the SENCO has the role and responsibility to 

lead staff in implementing SENDO, they need to access further and more up to date
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qualifications to increase their status and credibility to drive the inclusion agenda 
forward.

The results are also disappointing in relation to Dyson and Millward’s (1998) 

recommendation about the need for accredited training for SENCOs. From their report 

came the development of the Diploma in Professional Development (DipPD), an 

accredited course which covers ‘effective schools’, ‘effective classrooms’ and ‘support 

networks' with a focus on managing SEN within these contexts. The course was 

introduced in 1999. following the publication of Dyson and Millward’s (1998) report, 

and is currently delivered by the ELBs and accredited by Queen’s University Belfast 

(QUB). According to this research only a minority (19%) of SENCOs have 

successfully completed it, however, this research showed that the DipPD was the most 

common qualification, so perhaps Dyson and Millward’s (1998) advice has been taken 

on board to some extent. There is a need however to exercise caution about only 19% 

having completed this qualification for two reasons: the response only represents a 

minority (40.04%) of SENCOs across Northern Ireland, and this research only records 

information about SENCOs. yet the DipPD is available to SENCOs, aspiring SENCOs 

and all teachers interested in the area of SEN.

Even though so many SENCOs do not have any qualifications within the area of SEN, a

majority (65%) felt that there was not enough professional development in relation to

their role as SENCO. This was followed up during the group interviews with discussion

as to why more SENCOs have not signed up to the accredited courses available to them.

There were a number of causes for the lack of qualifications. The main one was that

many of these courses are held after school hours and with the existing heavy workload

and time commitment for SENCOs (as previously discussed) it was too time consuming

or exhausting for some of them to consider taking on any further study:

Som etim es at the en d  o f  a busy day we are ju s t  too w hacked  to th ink  
about taking  on anyth ing  else. A s  w ell as that the travelling  takes up 
so m uch tim e a n d  we are now  later a n d  later in school every day.
(Group 2).

Second, others claimed that when courses are held during the school day, there can be 

difficulties in being released from their timetabled classes. Another possible factor
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might bo that there is often a fee for an accredited course which may have to be funded 

personally, and since most (89%) are only on up to two management points, this may be 

an issue. There could be an additional reason: since the majority (53%) have over 20 

years teaching experience, there may be a feeling that experience, along with the 

support and training that they receive within their school and from external agencies is 

enough to enable them to do their job well enough without having additional 

qualifications.

Qualifications are vital in most professions e.g. law and health care, therefore there is an 

implication for SENCOs to be more proactive in realising the need to be better qualified 

if they are to have a strategic role in schools in implementing SENDO. SENCOs need 

to realise that experience alone is not enough for professionals; if they feel that their 

status should be elevated to SMT, then individual initiative in undertaking continuous 

professional development and having appropriate qualifications should also be an 

expectation at senior manager level.

5.6.2 Training
The next area explored in relation to professional development for SENCOs was 

‘Training’. The questionnaire revealed that almost all (95%) had received training on 

SENDO with a majority (74%) reporting that the training was sufficient. At the group 

interviews, however there were contradictory views, with many SENCOs slating that 

they were not happy about the amount of training they received or about what they 

would have to deliver:

In no other jo b  on earth w ou ld  y o u  be bound  by legisla tion and  get 
one d a y 's  training, yo u  know  we are du ty  bound  by the rule o f  law, 
now  th a t’s  the rights o f  the child ... we tra ined  as teachers, G od  know s 
how  m any yea rs  ago, so we d id n ’t train as nurses, carers... i t ’s  the 
b lind  leading  the b lind  looking  fo r  answ ers that we p ossib ly  c a n ’t find .
(Group 4).

There are now  increased  responsibilities fo r  the SE N C O  in having  to 
explain  the legisla tion to begin with; that w ould  have im plications fo r  
s ta f f  training.
(Group 3).
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Similar to the issues around qualifications, if SENCOs have responsibility for 

implementing SENDO, then there is an implication for them to take the initiative, as 

many other professionals do, and ensure that they access additional training as 

necessary in order to carry out their role effectively.

Almost all SENCOs (91%) are now aware of the changes needed to implement 

SENDO, a reassuring statistic, especially since most SENCOs (76%) now have to 

deliver INSET to the rest of the staff and most (79%) believing that with SENDO there 

will be a need for more regular INSET. A majority of SENCOs (72%) however did feel 

that while they have been made aware of SENDO, pupils and parents have not been 

sufficiently informed. This is another implication for SENCOs: if part of their role is to 

ensure effective communication throughout the school, then this should include sharing 

information with pupils and parents as well as staff. This would promote a more 

inclusive environment where everyone is made to feel valued.

SENCOs were asked about the areas in which they felt they would require further 

training. The key areas needed most are shown in figure 5:

Figure 5: Key Training Needs for SENCOs

Medical Conditions Social, Emotional & Curriculum Developing & implementing
Behavioural Difficulties pianning/adaptation support strategies for

colleagues

Areas in which training is required to manage pupils
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Analysis of these results showed that the area requiring most training was developing 

and implementing support strategies for colleagues (64%). This echoed previous 

findings on pi 19 about the most important role for the SENCO: supporting, advising 

and problem solving with members of staff. This result helps to validate that SENCOs 

are moving towards becoming transformed co-ordinators with more responsibility for 

developing policies, resources and strategies to support colleagues and children with 

SEN in more effective and inclusive mainstream environments. Cross tabulation of 

those who responded to the question about giving advice and support to staff showed 

that the older the SENCO, the more they are carrying out this role. This is shown in 

figure 6:

Figure 6: SENCOs Advice and Support to Staff

It could be anticipated from this result that the older and more experienced the SENCO, 

the easier it is to support younger colleagues. This has implications whereby it is 

possible to have older and experienced SENCOs, who are not up to date with current 

thinking or understanding about SENDO, giving inappropriate advice. It also has 

implications for the younger SENCOs who may not feel as confident in advising or 

supporting older members of staff. This highlights implications about credibility and
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knowledge: il SENCOs are not well informed about current information, then how can 

they expect teachers to respect them or the advice they give. In addition il reflects the 

points previously made about qualifications and status: if SENCOs had more training or 

qualifications giving them increased knowledge and a better understanding of SENDO, 

then giving advice or support might become easier due to increased confidence and 

credibility:

Perhaps i f  there w as more additional tra ining with SE N C O s in relation  
to SE N D O  perhaps leading tow ards a certificate o f  qualification, even  
an attendance certificate it m ight help the status behind  the specia l 
needs.
(Group 3).

Three other key areas where the majority of SENCOs require training were curriculum

planning / adaptation (52%), which would also suggest that SENCOs are supporting

colleagues in the mainstream classrooms and promoting a differentiated curriculum,

social emotional and behavioural difficulties (59%), and medical conditions (56%). The

difficulty with managing children with medical conditions was highlighted at the focus

groups as a major implication in implementing SENDO, initiating a lot of discussion:

W ell one o f  the m ain things is the m edical reg ister w hich needs to be 
updated  ... we now  update this inform ation m ore regularly now  than  
we d id  p rio r  to the legislation existing  ...it m eans that we have  
tigh tened  up ourselves on m aking  sure that we can provide fo r  
children with various disabilities.
(Group 4).

1 h a d  a d iabetic  ch ild  in m y class... I  d id  f in d  that very h a rd  w ork and  
extra to m y teaching and  the responsib ility  was grave... I w orried  
about it. ... it was rea lly  tim e consum ing , very w orrying  a n d  I thought 
it w as an  aw ful responsibility. IVe d id  m anage very w ell but on a fe w  
occasions we had  to gel the nurse up because his level was so high, so  
it was a b ig  responsibility.
(Group 4).

We h a d  to g ive over our m edical room  to this ch ild  and  w e had  to 
relocate our library to the o ther end  o f  the school, i t ‘s  been quite 
traum atic.
(Group 4).

These specific situations certainly highlighted issues about lack of training, something 

that many SENCOs also commented on during the group interviews.

139



blow w ith the internet, paren ts are m are know ledgeable and  we can  
access m ore know ledge as well, we m ay recognise the difficulties but 
don  7 have the expertise, but I m ean we haven  7 been trained.
(Group 2).

You know  som etim es we 're a jack  o f  alt trades -  w ell yo u  know s ta f f  
haven  7 even been tra ined  in how to deal with Autism  or A D H D  or any  
k ind  o f  specific  ch ild  so yo u  know  they won 7 be confident without 
training.
(Group 5).

The need for additional training and in fact accredited training for SENCOs to assist 

them promote inclusive practice appears to be a major implication for SENCOs; 

however, it seems that SENCOs are expecting to be given guidance at all times, without 

them taking any responsibility for their own professional development. Perhaps the 

reasons for this are similar to those stated on pp 135-136 in relation to obtaining 

additional qualifications. Now with the wealth of information available on the internet, 

as has already been noted by one SENCO, or with the availability of online courses, it is 

amazing that more SENCOs do not appreciate that this could be a valuable training 

source, rather than having to take the time to travel to the traditional face to face 

courses. There are implications for SENCOs in considering different ways to access 

information necessary to help implement SENDO.

Additional accredited training for SENCOs is something which has also been identified 

by other researchers for some considerable time. Winter and Kilpatrick’s (1999) data 

suggested that while SENCOs are experienced special educators “some guidelines 

dealing with the qualifications and training required for SENCOs might be appropriate” 

(p i92). Winter and Kilpatrick (1999) believed that this would assist these practitioners 

in delivering staff development programmes, promoting that “good preparation and 

training are essential when teachers assume new and challenging jobs” (pi 92).

Maeleod (2001), a co-ordinator in a school for children with Social Emotional and 

Behavioural Difficulties (SEBD) in Wigan, also found that there was a need for 

additional training to promote inclusion. She carried out structured interviews with 

parents and school staff at both her own school and other mainstream schools at a time 

when Wigan LEA was in the process of developing a borough -  wide inclusion strategy.
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In attempting to develop a clear commitment towards inclusion, she concluded that in 

order to reintegrate pupils back into their mainstream settings there was “the need for 

greater training at the SENCO level” (p i94).

Following SENDA (2001) in England and Wales, national programmes of continuing 

professional development were set up to transform understanding of SEN and disability 

in schools. Tod (2004) discussed how the National Standards for training in SEN of 

professionals i.e. health, education and social care, was beneficial as “a mechanism to 

reduce variation in quality of provision” (p4). Tod (2004) outlined areas covered in the 

training: core skills for all teachers in all schools, and advanced skills for some teachers 

to “create a cadre of staff with particular expertise in SEN” (p4).

This trend seems to be continuing as more recently Robinson (2006) reported how “the 

Government has also announced that all newly appointed SENCOs will need to 

undertake nationally accredited training. This should have the effect of strengthening 

the strategic end of the spectrum and reducing the peripheral end” (p31).

Not only has training for SENCOs been identified but also the need for training for 

CAs. This has already been raised as an implication for SENCOs in relation to 

delivering INSET in schools, but was also raised by DE (2006) in their recent survey. 

They reported that the majority of CAs who participated in their study “had attained 

national vocational qualifications (NVQ) awards at levels 2 and 3” however, very few 

“had received training in the area of SEN” (p5).

As far as offering further support for the implementation of SENDO the researcher is 

not aware of any recent additional training for SENCOs or CAs in Northern Ireland, 

other than what is currently on offer and has already been referred to under the 

qualifications attained by SENCOs. According to Bain (2006) however, the current 

review of SEN in Northern Ireland will bring forward “comprehensive 

recommendations for SEN” (p97) which will include a framework of school-based 

support to enable “capacity building for teachers, Special Educational Needs Co
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ordinators (SENCOs) and adult assistance” (p98), to include “collaboration between all 

schools...specialist services and multi-disciplinary teams” (pl20).

It is interesting that even though Dyson and Millward (1998) recommended “a 

framework of accredited training for SENCOs” (p62) and “greater involvement of 

special schools in the overall approach to children with special educational needs” 

(p63), this research still identified the need for more training in a number of areas of 

SEN. This will undoubtedly become more of an implication as SENDO and the 

inclusion agenda advances.

5.6.3 Support

The last section under the theme of ‘Professional Development’ is ‘Support’. The 

questionnaire showed that almost all SENCOs (93%) agreed they were supported by 

their Principal and most (85%) agreed that SMT were also supportive. SENCOs agreed 

that the Educational Psychology Services (EPS), Special Education (SE), Educational 

Welfare Services (EWS), Behaviour Support Teams (BST) and the Curriculum and 

Support Services (CASS) were all supportive. This is illustrated in figure 7:

Figure 7: ELB Support for SENCOs

100

90 ■ 87%

Educational Special Education Behaviour Support Curriculum and Support Education Welfare
Psychology Service Team Service Service

Service
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Cross tabulation highlighted the differences of opinion about support from ELBs across 

the province. This is illustrated in table 10:

Table 10: Cross Tabulation of Support across 4 ELBs

ELB EPS SE EWS BST CASS

ELB 1 91% 80% 43% 64% 51%

ELB 2 75% 72% 53% 62% 52%

ELB 3 89% 76% 55% 76% 71%

ELB 4 95% 86% 67% 58% 87%

It is difficult to analyse why there was a difference of opinion between ELBs, however 

it is evident that the EPS, SE department, EWS and CASS appear to be the most 

supportive in ELB 4, with ELB 3 claiming that BST is the most supportive. These 

differences currently have implications for SENCOs with regard to how they manage 

children with SEN or disability depending in which ELB they work. There are also 

implications for ELB personnel and SENCOs in the future when the ELBs come 

together (as is expected to happen in April 2009) as one organization under the 

Education and Skills Authority (ESA). There will be a need for each service to be 

streamlined so that there is more equity for all SENCOs and children across Northern 

Ireland to be treated according to their needs.

Some of these positive results however, were borne out or contradicted during the group

interviews. First there was a general agreement at all of the groups that behaviour is the

most difficult category of SEN to manage:
W ell in a ll m y y ea rs  o f  teaching  a m i 1 ’ve been there quite a  while, l ’ve 
never seen  anyth ing  like I ’ve seen this year. I 'v e  been spat at and  
kicked  in the last six weeks or so, the classroom  assistant is at her wits 
end, I ’ve been to the B oard  and  th e y ’ve sa id  the sam e th ing  y o u  know  
‘w e ’ve g o t yo u r  letter- its w ith the psycho log ist n o w ', a n d  I say  w here  

are the contingency p la n s  here fo r  em ergency situations?
(Group 5).
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W e ’ve h a d  the DST out they were very good, able to give advice and  
sa id  they w ou ld  com e back ...in  the m eantim e noth ing  changes... I'm  
g iv ing  as m uch support as I  can but i t ’s  not enough to satisfy  that 
teacher.
(Group 2).

You know  m y wee boy was in a class and  they had  two very difficult 
children a n d  it got to the p o in t as a paren t I  fe l t  m y ch ild  wasn 7 being  
educa ted  as he shou ld  have been because the teacher was p reoccup ied  
w ith their behaviour... m y ch ild  is losing out on his education.
(Group 2).

These comments led to discussion about lack of support from the EPS. Even though the

survey results showed that most (87%) found the EPS supportive in dealing with SEN

issues, some very explicit and emotive comments were made to contradict this finding:

One d ifficu lty  is trying  to get through to personnel to try a n d  have a 
word, som etim es the psychologist is out or on a h a lfd a y  and  its very 
difficult i f  y o u  need  an answ er there a n d  then. It shou ld  be structured  
in som e w ay that th e re ’s alw ays som eone there passing  know ledge  
a n d  1 know  tha t's  hard  under the circum stances.
(Group 2).

I t ’s ju s t  ironic that they 're  a ll o f f  at the sam e tim e... that resource is 
to ta lly  inactive... I ’ve got to the stage w here I've  go t to say  to paren ts  
that I ’ve done as m uch as /  can so yo u  'll have to contact the Board.
(Group 2).

Comments about support or lack of it also link back to workload and time:

We ’re po rtra yed  as very ineffective and  we 're now  w orking  double  
tim e yo u  know  a n d  coping  with a couple o f  jo b s  at the sam e time.
(Group 3).

The outcomes of the semi structured interviews indicated the need for immediate

responses and this was summed up by one SENCO in the following statement:

You need  to be able to p ick  up the phone a n d  get a response ‘right 
som eone w ill com e a long a n d  help ’. Because i f  y o u 'v e  go t s ta f f  who 
are under horrendous pressure then how  do yo u  deal w ith that? I  
th ink the B oard  need  to th ink o f  em ergency situations.
(Group 5).

It is evident from the survey and from comments made by SENCOs that while there 

appears to be adequate support within their schools, there is a definite need for
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increased external support. These findings were similar to Moran and Abbott’s (2006) 

study, where they also identified a need for greater and more prompt support from 

specialists in external agencies, for better interagency collaboration and a more 

integrated approach to service provision for the benefit of children and young people.

Moran and Abbott (2006) reported that according to SENCOs, making inclusion work 

depended on two factors: human resources and team work. They quoted that most 

SENCOs "stressed the need for specialist help from outside agencies” and "co-operation 

and communication amongst teachers in relation to making provision for all pupils” 

(p i67). This echoed the findings from this study, where almost all SENCOs (98%) felt 

that with the introduction of SENDO there would be a need for increased support from 

ELBs. Likewise, almost all (98%) indicated that there would be a need for increased 

support from external agencies. This again raises issues that if SENCOs were 

adequately trained and qualified then there would not be the same need for support from 

the ESP or other services.

5.6,4 Summary
Having considered the professional development for SENCOs, it was evident from this 

study that, despite recommendations as far back as Warnock (DES, 1978) about the 

need for additional training for SENCOs, this continues to be an area of concern.

While the majority (53%) have over 20 years teaching experience and a wide range of 

qualifications, just under half do not have any qualifications within the area of SEN and 

a majority (65%) felt that they did not receive enough personal development.

Almost all SENCOs (95%) had received training on SENDO: however, there was a 

general feeling that due to increased responsibilities and accountability following the 

new legislation, there was a need for further training in many aspects of SEN. Key 

areas requested were developing and implementing support strategies for colleagues, 

curriculum planning / adaptation, social emotional and behavioural dilficulties and 

medical conditions, which would suggest that there is a changing focus towards more
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inclusive practice, where the SENCO supports other staff to meet the needs of a wider 

range of children with SEN or disability within mainstream classrooms.

There were many positive responses about support from Principals and SMI' across 

Northern Ireland; however there was contradictory evidence about support from ELBs. 

The questionnaire presented general positive comments about external support for 

SENCOs, however further discussion at the group interviews highlighted some 

concerns. There were many explicit and emotive comments about the difficulties when 

trying to contact Board personnel and the need for immediate answers and advice about 

managing a range of SEN issues.
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CHAPTER 6

CONCLUSION

6.1 Background

This research investigated the key implications for Special Educational Needs Co

ordinators (SENCOs) in Northern Ireland in implementing the Special Educational 

Needs and Disability (Northern Ireland) Order (2005) (SENDO).

Since the early 20th century there has been an international drive towards the inclusion 

of children with SEN in mainstream schools. This trend has been evolving throughout 

the UK and has been apparent in Northern Ireland, with the development and 

implementation of policy and inclusive practice. Values and attitudes have changed 

considerably since the Warnock Report (DES, 1978): Warnock progressed the thinking 

from the legislation in the early 1900s, promoted inclusivity and laid the foundations for 

the acceptance of mainstreaming where all pupils could be educated together.

More recently, changes in the legislation in Northern Ireland along with other 

significant documentation have mirrored the UK legislation (Lundy, 1998) and 

accelerated the development of inclusion with SEN through the Education (Northern 

Ireland) Order (1996) and the Code of Practice (1998). Now SENDO (2005) mandates 

for the legal provision for SEN and disability with the Supplement to the Code of 

Practice (2005) and the Disability Discrimination Code of Practice (2006) providing 

practical guidelines to help clarify the legislation. There is now a statutory requirement 

for everyone involved in the services for children and young people with SEN or 

disability to make a formal commitment to implement policy and practice and to 

develop a culture where inclusion can be further advanced.

From the literature review it is evident that inclusion is a complex concept, continually 

contested and manifested through many varied practices (Lindsay, 2003). The debate 

appears to be a contemporary dominant issue (Clarke et al, 1999) and a never ending 

process (Ainscow, 1999) with no consensus as to an agreed definition. There have been
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numerous variations in definition (Booth, 1995; Mittler, 2000; Farrell, 200; Hornby 

2001) and a number of advocates for inclusion (UNCRC, 1989; Gains and Garner, 

2001) as well as those who have highlighted some difficulties with implementation 

(Florian, 1998; Burden and Burdett, 2004), Many researchers however, have presented 

arguments for and against inclusion (Mithaug, 1998; Farrell, 2003; Lindsay, 2003) with 

Feiler and Gibson (1999) emphasising the need for a more precise definition, so that any 

further debate can be more purposeful (Dyson, 2001).

Booth and Ainscow (2002) contend that inclusion involves change therefore, with 

SENDO now operative in Northern Ireland, there are implications for all stakeholders to 

support and manage the imposed change which has come from a 'top down’ 

Government policy. Individuals experience the perpetual complex process of change in 

varying degrees with productive educational change creating anxiety (James and 

Connolly, 2000); however Fullan (1999) argues that all the confusion and frustration 

can lead to positive action. Since the COP (1998) became operative, all schools are 

expected to have a designated SENCO, a key stakeholder at the heart of this process and 

whose role includes the responsibility “to influence the practice and organisation of the 

school as a whole in the interests of pupils with special educational needs” (Szwed, 

2007). The SENCO’s role has evolved from the work of special educators over the last 

three decades and continues to be a changing role; therefore this dissertation was 

contextualized within the framework of change. Obtaining the views of SENCOs of the 

impact of SENDO was to investigate how they might contribute to system reform and 

consider what is needed to progress the implementation of the new legislation.

6.2 Methodology

The methodological decisions for this research were greatly influenced by a number of 

researchers (Kumar, 1962; Denzin and Lincoln, 1994; Greene et al, 1994; Cohen and 

Manion. 1989; Cohen et al, 2000) who discuss various aspects about how good research 

design should consider relevance to the research purpose along with procedural 

economy to provide an in-depth understanding of the phenomenon in question from 

more than one source of evidence.
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Premised on this and along with the consideration of reliability, validity and ethics, the 

researcher chose a mixed method approach operationalised through a survey 

questionnaire and semi structured interviews carried out with groups of SENCOs. This 

enabled triangulation to take place where the use of a multi-method approach would add 

breadth, depth and vigour to the study.

Questionnaires were designed based on the information gleaned from the literature 

review and the researcher’s knowledge and experience of good practice in questionnaire 

construction. Following piloting, alterations were made and the questionnaires were 

then administered, with an explanatory letter, to 884 SENCOs throughout Northern 

Ireland. This was to obtain quantitative data about the SENCOs and their schools, 

statistical information about pupils with SEN, details about current practice and future 

implications and challenges in implementing SENDO, which could be analysed in terms 

of percentages.

Following initial analysis from the 40.04% return from the questionnaire, five semi 

structured group interviews with a total of 114 participants were arranged to obtain 

some qualitative data through further exploration of the themes which emerged from the 

questionnaire:

1 ) Values and attitudes of SENCOs.

2) Status of SENCOs in schools.

3) Resources.

4) Professional development of SENCOs.

The quantitative data from the questionnaire along with the qualitative data which were 

recorded or collected at the group interviews were then integrated to provide a holistic 

approach to the writing up of the findings to give a deeper understanding and analysis of 

the research question (Denzin and Lincoln 1994): What are the implications for 

SENCOs in implementing SENDO (2005)?
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6.3 The Findings

Whilst the conclusions from the findings may be tentative, the data from the 

questionnaire along with the rich source of data from the large number of participants 

who attended the group interviews provided a tremendous insight into the current 

situation throughout Northern Ireland, as well as highlighting the realities of the 

implications for SENCOs in implementing SENDO. This section will therefore 

summarise the findings and present the researcher’s conclusions about the main 

implications for each of the themes explored with SENCOs.

The returns from the questionnaires were representative of the overall situation in 

Northern Ireland enhancing the reliability and validity of the research: four out of five 

ELBs who agreed to take part responded gave widespread representation from a 

predominantly female SENCO profile. All school sectors and sizes were also 

represented and the statistical data about pupils with SEN was indicative of Warnock’s 

(DES. 1978) claim (that 20% of children would have SEN), with SENCOs reporting to 

have between 11% and 30% of their school population on the SEN register. The 

findings confirmed that there has been a gradual increase in the number of children with 

SEN or disability in mainstream schools. SENCOs reported that 3% of their pupils (as 

opposed to Warnock’s (DES, 1978) estimation of 2%) were at stages 4 or 5 of the COP 

(1998) again reflecting the current Northern Ireland statistics of 3.8% statemented 

pupils (Bain 2006). This is also concurrent with DE’s (2005) statistics of an increase 

from 56% in 2000 to 60% in 2004 of statemented children in mainstream education.

6.3.1 Values and Attitudes of SENCOs
The questionnaire responses revealed general positive comments from the SENCOs 

about the Principals’, teachers’, parents’ and their own acceptance of having children 

with SEN or disability in mainstream schools and the SENCOs written ideas about 

inclusive practice were very positive (see p i06). Ibis was contradicted however, with 

most SENCOs having the opinion that teaching withdrawal groups was still important. 

The researcher would conclude therefore, that while there is a positive consensus of 

opinion about the characteristics of inclusive practice, there are differing approaches to
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inclusion throughout the schools in Northern Ireland. It could also be concluded that 

the variation in practice needs to be addressed to ensure that SENDO is implemented 

consistently across Northern Ireland. Comments from the group interviews clearly 

established SENCOs’ concerns and fears about the outworkings of SENDO; having 

more children with a SEN or disability in mainstream classrooms. SENCOs raised 

issues such as stress, accountability, managing challenging behaviour, dealing with 

medical issues and the implication of finding the time to meet the needs of all children 

without feeling mentally and physically exhausted. From the discussions, which 

highlighted some positive and negative values and attitudes about coping with such 

situations, the researcher concludes that while SENCOs may agree in principle with the 

SENDO legislation, they are not completely ready for its implementation. The fact that 

many of them are still class teachers or teaching withdrawal groups reinforces the 

researcher’s conclusion that SENCOs are not fully aware of the implications of 

implementing SENDO. SENCOs need to consider shifting the emphasis of their role 

from the personal responsibility of delivering a “special needs provision” to co

ordinating a “special response system” (Dyson, 1993) where SENDO will be embraced 

through a whole school approach.

It could also be concluded from the findings that even though the majority of schools do 

not have the teaching capacity or the physical access appropriate to implement 

successful inclusive learning organizations, SENCOs are currently expected to develop 

a strategic dimension to fully engage stall in the philosophy ol inclusion as well as 

implementing the tactical approaches to nurture inclusive learning environments under 

the SENDO legislation. The researcher would therefore conclude that SENCOs need 

more advice and support to assist them in managing the changes needed to successfully 

undertake both their strategic and operational roles so that SENDO will be fully 

understood and implemented by all staff.

6.3.2 Status of SENCOs in Schools
There was general agreement from the majority of SENCOs that they now have a clear 

understanding of their role and that it is regarded by othei members ol stall as vital;
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Since the introduction of SENDO, SENCOs give more regular advice to colleagues and 

class teachers seek more support. There has been a shift from the traditional co

ordinator to the transformed co-ordinator (Dyson, 1993), although just under half of 

SENCOs are still operating as special needs teachers. This strongly suggests that some 

schools still promote this as appropriate practice, rather than developing the co

ordinating role to promote more inclusive practice. The researcher would therefore 

conclude that BOG and Principals need a much greater understanding of the 

implications of SENDO and a greater awareness of the expectations and demands of the 

SENCO to co-ordinate support for all pupils with SEN or disability rather than just 

providing for those with cognitive difficulties.

Responses from the questionnaire were validated during the group interviews, 

concluding that while the role of the SENCO cannot be generalised with the great 

variation in the contexts in which the SENCOs work, there is a move from the narrow to 

broader role to accommodate SENDO and the management of additional children with 

SEN or disability in mainstream settings. There are however three key issues which 

were raised by the SENCOs as needing to be addressed in relation to their status.

First there is the issue about lack of involvement in financial matters pertaining to SEN, 

with almost half having no authorisation in funding allocations. The researcher would 

conclude that if the SENCOs currently have little or no autonomy in ensuring that 

children with SEN have adequate provision and resources, then this issue will become 

even more apparent as more children with SEN oi disability attend mainstieam schools 

under the SENDO legislation.

The second key issue was that while most of the SENCOs are currently responsible for 

delivering INSET, they believe this will increase due to the changes under SENDO. 

SENCOs reported that they had insufficient knowledge, training or time to undertake 

this leadership role. Conclusions in relation to this issue are that while the role of the 

SENCO is changing from a curricular to management role where SENCOs need to 

liaise, make decisions, lead and develop staff as well as teach and assess pupils, BOG 

and Principals have not yet recognised the implications in the time, knowledge and
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skills needed by the SENCOs to lead staff to effectively implement SENDO through a 

whole school corporate approach.

The third and most controversial issue discussed was that only a minority of the 

SENCOs are senior management. Although there appears to be some move towards 

SENCOs contributing to the SMT, this research showed that not being a member of the 

SMT remains one of the major implications for the status of the SENCO in the 

effectiveness of carrying out the strategic dimension of their role. Now that they have 

more accountability for managing children with SEN or disability, they need autonomy 

and authority to make decisions and influence policy in order to successfully implement 

SENDO. The researcher would conclude that this will only be successful if schools can 

find the funding to address the staffing and timetabling arrangements as well as the 

promotional points to accommodate SENCOs as part of senior management: in fact this 

would address all three key issues where they would be directly involved in financial 

decisions and would have more credibility in leading staff.

6.3.3 Resources
This research clearly indicates the complex nature of the SENCO’s responsibilities and 

highlights the potential difficulties for SENCOs with regard to having the necessary 

resources to carry out their duties effectively. Apart from the lack of knowledge or 

involvement in SEN financial matters which has already been discussed in relation to 

the status of the SENCO. having appropriate funding to ensure that adequate resources 

are allocated to children with SEN or disability is one major resource issue, especially 

now that schools have to take reasonable steps to ensure accessibility for all pupils or 

prospective pupils to the curriculum, the school building and to any information that is 

disseminated. It has already been concluded that while schools are accepting of the 

principles of SENDO and inclusion, they are not yet ready to fully implement due to the 

lack of teaching capacity and physical accessibility, therefore it can also be concluded 

that resourcing to build capacity and to make school buildings more accessible to a 

variety of categories of SEN or disability are implications in implementing SENDO.
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Another resource implication is the allocation of CAs. The questionnaire firmly 

established that CAs are already in short supply and that most SENCOs would like to 

see the numbers increased. SENCOS believe that CAs are essential to support the 

inclusion of additional pupils with SEN or disability in mainstream settings, even 

though there are implications in having additional adults in the classroom. The 

researcher would conclude therefore, that CAs would be a useful resource if they were 

properly deployed and managed to support children, teachers and schools as well as 

supporting SENCOs with the increase in administrative tasks due to the implementation 

of SENDO: this would ease the SENCOs workload and give them more time to attend 

to the more strategic and co-ordinating aspects ol their role.

Lack of time and a heavy workload was the main resource issue lor SENCOs. SENCOs 

are already experiencing a lack ol time, yet they are aware that as SENDO becomes 

further embedded, they will require more time due to increased numbers of children 

with SEN or disability in mainstream classrooms, more pressure from parents, more 

collaboration and communication with all members of the school community, and more 

administration. Whilst SENCOs indicated that all tasks are important, the researcher 

would conclude that SENCOs need to reduce the time spent as classroom teachers or as 

special needs teachers and spend more time supporting, advising and problem solving 

with class teachers, which was identified as being the most important task for SENCOs 

and the perceived priority for the rest of the staff. The researcher would also conclude 

that SENCOs will need increased time for additional administration due to SENDO 

becoming operative; however, they will need to rearrange and prioritise their workload 

to develop their co-ordinating role. SENDO will require SENCOs to lead and 

encourage effective application of good practice and to become involved in joint 

teaching approaches in order to build capacity within the school so that inclusive 

practice becomes a whole school collaborative approach.

6.3.4 Professional Development
Despite a number ol previous recommendations about the need for additional, il not 

accredited training for SENCOs as part ol their professional development (DES, 1978;

154



Dyson and Millward, 1998; the COP, 1998; Winter and Kilpatrick, 1999; Macleod, 

2001), this research clearly established that just under half of the SENCOs are still 

without any SEN qualifications, however some cognisance has been given to Dyson and 

Millward’s (1998) recommendation with a small minority of SENCOs having 

completed the Dip PD. Comments from the group interviews alluded to the lack of time 

to attend courses and attached the responsibility for recognising and addressing this to 

the Department of Education and the ELBs. The researcher, however, would conclude 

that SENCOs, like other professionals in other jurisdictions, need to be proactive and 

initiate personal professional development in order to enhance their own status and 

professionalism. It would also be concluded that this would be particularly relevant at 

the present time, so that the statutory requirements of SENDO can be successfully 

implemented.

In addition, whilst almost all SENCOs have received training on SENDO, they feel that 

it is not enough to help them deliver INSET to staff. The questionnaire highlighted a 

number of key areas where SENCOs felt they needed training and the personal 

experiences relayed during the group interviews strongly highlighted the fears and 

anxieties, especially about managing children with challenging behaviour, disability or 

medical conditions. The researcher would conclude that this is another major 

implication in implementing SENDO, very much to do with the SENCOs’ operational 

role, where the SENCO feels personally responsible for managing those children rather

than co-ordinating provision lor them.

Professional development within the context of this research also included support from 

within the school and from ELB services. SENCOs were generally positive about the 

support they received from their Principals, SMT and other staff; and while most 

SENCOs were happy with the support they received from the ELBs, discussion at the 

group interviews suggested that Board personnel were often difficult to contact and that 

there was a need for more support. The researcher would conclude that SENCOs 

currently depend on ELB officers for advice and support and that there is reluctance to 

access training at a personal level or in their own time. With the lack of qualifications 

and the need for further training and support in specific areas the researcher would
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conclude that SENCOs lack confidence in their own knowledge and skills and therefore 

do not have the appropriate status or credibility to lead staff in making the changes to 

successfully implement SENDO.

Summarising the analysis of the findings the researcher would finally conclude that 

while SENCOs are accepting of the principles of inclusion, they are not totally ready to 

embrace SENDO and the main implications for SENCOs in implementing SENDO are:

• Lack of status, especially lack of involvement in financial matters, lack of 

leadership recognition when delivering INSET to staff in relation to SENDO and 

not being a member of SMT. All of these prevent SENCOs having the 

autonomy or authority to influence decisions about implementing SENDO.

• Lack of resources including lack of time to carry out all their SENCO duties, 

lack of funding to provide adequate resources for pupils with SEN or disability 

and insufficient CAs to help with the additional duties associated with SENDO.

• Lack of qualifications, training and support to have the knowledge, confidence 

and credibility needed to successfully lead schools in the implementation of 

SENDO. This is in relation to co-ordinating provision for a wide range of pupil 

diversity, but especially in managing children with challenging behaviour, 

disability and medical conditions.

The researcher would also conclude that, even though some of these issues were raised 

following the introduction of the COP (1998), it would appear that very little has been 

done to address them over the past nine years. The analysis and conclusion of the 

findings from the research therefore, led to the development of a set of 

recommendations for schools, ELB stall and the Department ol Education to support 

SENCOs with the successful implementation of SENDO. The recommendations are 

linked to the requirements ol the legislation and the oveiniching reported themes and 

are categorised approximately as short term (SI), medium term (M l) and long term 

(LT).
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6.4 Recommendations 

Schools should:

• Ensure that policies are reviewed and updated to address the SENDO legislation: 

while schools need to have autonomy and individual policies there is a need lor 

a lead from DE supported by the ELBs to take cognisance of the SENDO 

legislation and the review of SEN and to develop a framework for schools on 

how to develop an inclusion policy (MT).

• Ensure that SENCOs are involved in financial matters pertaining to SENDO, to 

ensure that adequate resources are allocated to children with SEN or disability 

(ST).

• Ensure that SENCOs are members of the SMT or provide opportunities for 

collaboration between SENCOs and SMT (ST).

• Ensure ongoing training and capacity building for SENCOs and INSET for 

classroom teachers to develop their understanding and skills and enable them to 

respond to a wide range of pupil diversity including SEN and disability (ST).

• Ensure that Accessibility Plans are underway to improve access to curriculum, 

premises and information for pupils and prospective pupils (ST).

• Ensure that School Development Plans (which are now statutory) emphasise 

differentiation in learning and teaching as well as classroom management to 

accommodate diversity in learning and behaviour in the classroom, as well as 

ensuring that SENCOs have adequate time to support teachers with this (ST).

• Ensure that all pupils participate in disability equality training to increase their 

understanding of disability but also to highlight the strengths and abilities of 

disabled children (S !').

• Ensure that parents are informed about policies and procedures relating to 

SENDO (ST).
• Ensure that the Northern Ireland Revised Curriculum, which becomes statutory 

for year 1. 5, 8 and 11 from September 2007 and which will be implemented 

over the next three years, is delivered to address the diversity of group learning 

needs through inclusive activities and therefore support the implementation of 

SENDO (LT).
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Develop partnerships with special schools with a view to sharing facilities and 

expertise to support greater inclusive practice within a community of schools 

(MT).

ELBs should:

• Develop regular dialogues and actions between health and education agencies to 

establish a reliable source of support in schools from a multi agency perspective 

e.g. Educational Psychologists and Behaviour Nurse Therapists (Ml').

• Further develop a networking of mainstream SENCOs through regular cluster 

groups to discuss and address issues related to SENDO (ST).

• Co-ordinate cluster groups of mainstream SENCOs and teachers from special 

schools to share expertise and knowledge which could support the 

implementation of SENDO (MT).

• Establish an online network facility through Learning Northern Ireland (LNI) 

where SENCOs throughout Northern Ireland could share knowledge and discuss 

matters pertaining to SENDO (LT).

• Provide high profile and professionally focused formal training and support for 

Principals and SENCOs through joint conferences to reinforce the SENDO 

legislation, encourage a whole school approach to progress its implementation 

and to promote a climate for embedding SENDO and develop inclusive practice. 

(MT).
• Provide further training for BOG about their responsibilities for SENDO and to 

ensure that the role and status of the SENCOs is fully recognised (MT).

• Provide training lor parents to develop their understanding of SENDO (ST).

• Ensure that everyone involved in the service provision participates in disability 

equality training to challenge assumptions and address the social model 

principles (ST).
• Maintain existing services to support provision and resources for children with 

SEN and disability, but also to take account of DE’s review of SEN in Northern 

Ireland when it becomes public with a view to modernising procedures for 

managing SEN (L 1).
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• Review the procedures for the funding and allocation of CAs, so that schools 

can be effective and appropriately supported with implementing SENDO (ST).

• Continue to provide advisory support to schools to develop knowledge, skills 

and understanding of all issues related to SENDO (ST).

The Department of Education should:
• Develop a clear definition of inclusion, so that SENDO can be implemented 

consistently across all schools in Northern Ireland (MT).

• Develop guidelines in relation to the changing status of the SENCO following 

the introduction of SENDO: this should include a sufficiently updated job 

description, flexibility to take account of the w ide diversity of inclusive practice 

throughout Northern Ireland, guidance for SENCOs on managing their role 

effectively, guidance for BOG and Principals in defining the role and the 

expected status of the SENCO in terms of promotional hierarchy, time 

resources, and salary (MT).
• Ensure that SENCOs are funded and given time to partake of additional 

statutory and accredited training in issues related to SENDO. Training is 

already available in Northern Ireland but needs to be compulsory for all 

SENCOs. Funding this might initially be costly to DE, but not providing the 

necessary training could have an even greater cost if the needs of children with 

SEN or disability are not met within mainstream schools (ST).

• Provide funding to enable SENCOs and teachers from mainstream settings to 

visit and observe good practice in managing children with SEN and disability in 

special settings and vice versa (S 1).
• Develop guidance on the co-ordination of SEN and disability to replace or 

supplement the practice ol withdrawal (S I).
• Consider whether SENCOs should be supernumerary to schools or given a time 

allocation to perform their role and depending on the size or needs o f the school 

this could be allocated on an individual basis or for clusters o f schools (LT).
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J he researcher recognizes that schools, ELBs and the DE are already implementing 

some of these recommendations; however some of them are not well established, and 

could therefore be a starting point to address the implications for SENCOs in 

implementing SENDO.

6.5 Limitations of the Study

The researcher is aware that in any study it is important to reflect on the methodological 

approach employed; therefore this section will consider the key limitations of the study 

and discuss how the researcher addressed them to enhance the reliability and validity of 

the research in the best way possible.

First there is the issue of researcher bias in relation to choosing the sample, designing 

and constructing the questionnaire, conducting the semi structured interviews, analysing 

and interpreting the data, reporting the findings and having previous experience and 

knowledge in the subject area. Second there are the limitations or shortcomings of the 

actual survey instruments.

Due to the support from ELB colleagues and CMSU who facilitated the administration, 

questionnaires were administered to a large sample of SENCOs across Northern Ireland. 

According to Cohen and Manion (1989) the response rate was sufficient to form a 

reasonable basis for generalisation, however, there was a limitation with the SENCOs 

who did not respond, leaving the researcher with no idea about whom the non 

respondents were, what their views are in relation to SENDO or why they did not 

respond. The large number of SENCOs who took part in the semi structured group 

interviews, however, compensated for this limitation and the use ol a mixed method 

approach was beneficial in providing a wealth of knowledge and enhancing the validity 

of the research.

The design of the questionnaire can also be a limitation: It is difficult to design a set of 

questions which are completely neutral, when the researcher has some previous 

knowledge and experience of the subject matter. The questions were therefore created
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within a framework of reference where the data collected were context bound, which 

could be acknowledged as a limitation. There is also the danger of including leading or 

loaded questions which suggest automatic feelings of approval or disapproval 

(Oppenheim 1996) and which may inadvertently encourage the respondent to make an 

emotional response to a particular question; however, this was addressed through using 

a five point Likert Scale with a ‘don't know’ category and by wording the questions 

with a positive and negative value reference approach. While there was one open ended 

question which can be difficult to analyse, the majority of questions were made up of 

‘tick box’ answers to prevent the researcher from putting her own interpretation or 

meaning on the collected and analysed data, or from stripping the data from its context 

and removing the meaning during investigation (Cuba and Lincoln 1994). Questions 

being posed may not always be easily understood by the respondents and can also be 

misinterpreted because the researcher is remote from the person completing the 

questionnaire. This was addressed by piloting the questionnaire prior to administration. 

Another limitation within the questionnaire was that the respondents were asked for 

their perceptions about what others think. Oppenheim (1996) suggests that this is not 

possible; however in this particular study the respondents used the ‘don’t know’ 

category in what the researcher thought to be a very genuine way.

There are also some limitations from the use of semi structured interviews. When the 

researcher conducts the interviews as well as analysing and interpreting the data 

personally, the researcher can put their own meaning on the data obtained (Blaxter et al 

1996), and influence the results attained. This limitation was addressed through the 

recording and accurate transcribing of the semi structured interview data, along with the 

fact that the researcher collected written responses from the SLNCOs’ small group 

discussions.

T h e  rep o rtin g  m eth o d o lo g y  U .  h o w  the  fin d ings a re  rep o rted , d iseu ssed  an d  an a ly sed  

w ith in  th e  ov era ll p resen ta tio n  o f  th e  d isse rta tio n , can  a lso  be a lim ita tio n . F irs t th e re  is 

th e  s ty le  o f  w ritin g  w h ich  needs to  g iv e  co n sid era tio n  to the readers. T h is  d isse rta tio n

has therefore been presented in a user friendly way to avoid alienating the readers and to

present the topic and area of research in as interesting a way as possible. Where a
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mixed method approach has been used; there is often unnecessary duplication in the 

presentation of the findings. This study had the advantage of giving a holistic view 

through the integration of the quantitative data from the questionnaire with the 

qualitative data from the group interviews. While the written word elicited generally 

positive views about most aspects of the research question, the semi structured 

interviews illuminated feelings, emotions, anxieties and gleaned comments related to 

specific areas of concern. This provided a deeper understanding of the implications for 

SENCOs in implementing SENDO.

There is another interesting and possible limitation which is worth mentioning. There 

may be an assumption that due to the choice of topic, along with the previous 

experience and knowledge, that the researcher is an advocate for inclusion. This of 

course may not necessarily be so, even though the researcher works within the field of 

SEN: it should be remembered that the research was based on a Top down’ Government 

driven policy which is now statutory in Northern Ireland. It also needs to be said that if 

at any point the researcher made an emotive comment, it would have been within the 

context of the progress of the implementation of SENDO and not the researcher’s 

subjective outlook.

6.6 Further Research

Appropriate research is an important means of raising the profile of a particular topic 

and in this study it was to investigate the implications for SENCOs in implementing 

SENDO. There can however be concerns about the lack of impact of research in 

implementing change. While there is an assumption that research will inform policy 

and practice and thereby improve education, there is a need to exercise caution about 

the reality of this. According to Collins (2006, pi 77), all DE Research Briefings now

have the following statement on the back page:
Research cannot make decisions for policy makers and others concerned 
with improving the quality ol education. Nor can it bring about change. But 
it can create a better basis for decisions, by providing information and 
explanation about educational practice and by clarifying and challenging 
ideas and assumptions.
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This of course should not prevent further research taking place and there are a number 

of further areas of research related to SENDO which would be useful in the future.

First it must be recognised that this research has provided a more informed and better 

understanding of the implications for SENCOs in implementing SENDO. The work 

represents an extensive study of the issues involved from a local perspective and 

therefore contributes new and interesting knowledge to the body of research in the area 

of SEN and disability within Northern Ireland; however the researcher would argue that 

the findings would also be interesting and useful at an international level, especially to 

those jurisdictions that are also advancing the inclusion agenda.

Second it could be argued that since this research took place soon after the date on 

which SENDO became operative, it could be used as a baseline study to monitor and 

evaluate the implementation of SENDO as it becomes further embedded within 

Northern Ireland.

Further research could therefore include:
.  Ongoing monitoring and evaluation of the implementation of SENDO, from the 

perspective of the SENCOs, as an extension to this study. The researcher, 

however, would advise caution with this, as SENCOs have been used

extensively in numerous ‘special needs’ research projects over recent years. 

Future studies which could focus on the perceptions of other stakeholders such 

as Principals, senior managers, teachers, pupils, parents, and ELI! personnel. 

Investigating examples ol good inclusive practice either in Northern Ireland or 

further afield which could be used to help local schools further advance the 

inclusion agenda and progress the implementation ol ShNDO.

6.7 Concluding Thoughts
This research which focused on the implications for SENCOs in implementing SENDO, 

has illuminated a phenomenal amount of information about values and attitudes about 

inclusion and inclusive practice in Northern Ireland, however it should be seen as part
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of an ongoing process of the development of services for the potentially vulnerable 

group of children and young people including those with SEN or disability. Prior to 

SENDO, SENCOs were dealing mainly with children with SEN; however the SENDO 

legislation strengthened the rights for children with disability to attend mainstream 

education. Whilst the SENCOS reported that behaviour was the most difficult category 

of SEN to manage, the researcher would argue that the biggest change for SENCOs has 

been to deal with disability or medical issues (many of which manifest themselves 

through challenging behaviour) without adequate support. This has also been a major 

operational implication and cause of anxiety in implementing SENDO, and managing 

this can only be achieved with the “raising of awareness, improving communication and 

providing full medical support in schools through the commitment of all the agencies 

concerned to joint planning, joint funding and co-operative working” (Nash and Asprey, 

2005, p5).

Children with SEN or disability are increasingly being placed in mainstream schools 

and learning to adapt, however, this so called "normalisation is more than just one way 

traffic. There is perhaps nothing more emotionally challenging in the field of education 

than to teach children and young people with SEN or disability, therefore the 

Government needs to radically increase investment in training its workforce so that all 

staff are fully equipped and resourced iO implement SENDO and impiove outcomes lor

all children.

Now with the concept of inclusion continuing to gather pace in the 2 1 “ century, there is 

an additional need for schools and other services to interrogate their structures and 

practices (Harris and Farrell, 2004), to consider the principles of the social model and to 

rethink their policy no. only to include children with SEN or disability but also to 

include the wider definition of inclusion (Tregaskts, 2002).

There is of course a contradiction at the heart of inclusion; a single legislative 

framework, ye. a population that is diverse in both characteristics and interests (Dyson, 

2 0 0 2 ) and in order to fully address social inclusion there is a need for schools, families 

and communities to respond collectively to promote inclusive practice. Strategies,
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especially in schools, need to target groups rather than individuals to expand the 

capacity of mainstream schools so that teachers do not have to respond to children’s 

needs on a case by case basis; and in doing so refocus the ever changing role of the 
S E N C O .

It goes without saying that a good education is key to a positive future; however it must 

pay equal attention to the social, emotional, physical and intellectual needs of any 

individual. In order for schools to be able to do this effectively, there is a need to 

develop working partnerships with external agencies, families and the community so 

that all children in Northern Ireland can experience quality education and where 

everyone is valued for their individuality in an inclusive culture. This principle was 

clearly demonstrated in a recent case study piesented by a Dip 1 D student who lor the 

first time in her role as SENCO had a child with Down’s syndrome in the classroom in a 

local school (see appendix 12). Whilst there are a number of implications in 

implementing SENDO, this case study clearly exemplifies how the legislation can 

infuse with the hearts and minds of all those involved and illustrates how a ‘top down’ 

Government policy can be implemented with ‘bottom up’ support.

A s S E N D O  b eco m es m ore  em b ed d ed  and  the  in c lu sio n  ag en d a  c o n tin u es  to  g a th e r 

m o m en tu m , it is im p o rtan t to rem em b er th a t acco rd in g  to th e  C h ild ren  (N o rth e rn  

Ire lan d ) O rd e r (1 9 9 5 ), the  righ ts o f  the  ch ild  a re  param o u n t: the  in te rests  o f  ch ild ren  and  

y o u n g  p eo p le  m u st a lw ay s be  at the  cen tre  o f  ed u catio n a l co n cern s. In o rd e r  to  d o  th is, 

G a lla g h e r  (2007) arg u es that N o rth ern  Ire land  w ill req u ire  to  h av e  “an  ap p ro ach  w h ich  

is o u tw a rd  lo o k in g  and  inclusive , ra th e r th an  inw ard  lo o k in g  and  e x c lu s iv e ” (P4), a n d  in 

th e  o p in io n  o f  o n e  o f  the  S E N C O s w ho co n trib u ted  to th is  research , i f  w e  w an t to 

a ch iev e  .h is  ch an g e  and su ccessfu lly  im p lem en t S E N D O . w e  n eed  to :

Go for it -  it has to happen
(G roup  1).
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S e c t io n  A  -  A b o u t  y o u r s e lf  a n d  y o u r  s c h o o l.

Please tick or fill in the boxes as appropriate.

1. In which Education & Library Board do you work? BELB G
NEELB □

SEELB □

SELB □

WELB □

2. In which type of school do you work?

C o ntro lled  P rim a ry  □

M a in ta in e d  P r im a ry  G
C o n tro lled  In te g ra te d  P r im a ry  G
G ra n t M a in ta in e d  In te g ra te d  /  P r im a ry  G 
S p e c ia l G
Irish  M ed iu m  a

C o n tro lled  S e c o n d a ry

M a in ta in e d  S e c o n d a ry

G ra n t M a in ta in e d  In te g ra te d  /  S e c o n d a ry

C o n tro lled  In te g ra te d  S e c o n d a ry

V o lu n ta ry  G ra m m a r

C o n tro lled  G ra m m a r

G
G
G
a
a
a

3. Please enter the enrolment size of your school:

4. Please indicate how many SENCOs, Deputy or Assistant SENCOs 
are working in your school (including yourself):

5. Please indicate your age category:

6. Please indicate your gender:

7. How many years Teaching Experience do you have?

2 0 - 2 9 G
3 0 - 3 9 G
4 0 - 4 9 a
5 0 - 5 9 a
6 0 - 6 5 □

Female a
Male a

1 - 5 a
6 - 1 0 a

11 -  15 □

1 6 - 2 0 a
over 20 a
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8. How many years have you been a SENCO? 1 - 5  □

6 - 1 0  □
1 1 - 1 5  □

1 6 - 2 0  □

over 20 CD

9. How many management allowance points do 0 CD
you receive as SENCO? 1 Q

(Note: Not applicable for Vice-Principals or Principals) 2 CD
3 □

4 □

5 □

10. Please indicate any other position(s) of responsibility you have:
Class Teacher CD
Year Head CD
Head of Key Stage CD
Head Of Department/Subject Co-ordinator Cd 

Senior Management Team (SMT) CD
Principal □

Vice Principal CD
Special Needs Teacher CD

11. Are you responsible for line managing the Classroom Assistants Yes CD 
in your school?

12. Please indicate your main teaching subject area, if applicable: ---------------

13. How many hours per week are you allocated 
to perform your role as SENCO?

0 - 2  hours □

2 - 4  hours □

4 - 6  hours □

6 - 8  hours □

8 - 1 0  hours □

1 1 - 1 5  hours □

1 6 - 2 0  hours □

2 1 - 2 5  hours □

26 -  30 hours □

30+ hours □

No □
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14. Do you fee l tha t th is  a llo ca tion  is su ffic ien t? No GYes Q

0 - 2  hours □

2 - 4  hours G
4 - 6  hours Q

6 - 8  hours G
8 - 1 0  hours Q

1 1 - 1 5  hours Q

1 6 - 2 0  hours G
21 -  25 hours G
26 -  30 hours Q

30+ hours G

16a. Please tick any relevant qualifications you have within
the area of Special Educational Needs (SEN): Dip PD G

MEd Limi
Other G
None G

16b. If other please specify:

15. If ‘No’ please indicate what you think the required 
hours should be:

17. Please enter the percentage (%) of pupils at your school who are 
on the Special Educational Needs register:

18. Please enter the percentage (%) of pupils at your school 
who are registered at each stage of the Code of Practice:

181



19. Does your school have a discrete Special Needs Yes Q  No Q
Department?

20. Do you think there should be one? Yes Q  No Q

21. Does your school have a Special Educational Yes Q  No Q
Needs Team?

22. Do you think there should be one? Yes Q  No □

23. Does your school have a SEN Policy? Yes O  No □

24. Please identify if any of the current pupils in your school are within the 
following categories of SEN (tick more than one if appropriate).

Learning Difficulties Q

Medical Conditions (e.g. autism, aspergers) Q

Physical Difficulties □

Sensory Impairment; Hearing Q

Sensory Impairment; Visual Q

Social Emotional & Behavioural Difficulties □

Specific Learning Difficulties (e.g. dyslexia, dyspraxia) ÜI 

Speech & Language Difficulties , LJ

182



S e c t i o n  B -  Current p o s it io n .

Please tick as appropriate for each question

K e y :  S A  -  S t r o n g ly  A g r e e  D  - D is a g r e e
A  -  A g r e e  S D  - S t r o n g ly  D is a g r e e
D K  -  D o n ’t  K n o w

S A  A  D SD DK

25. The role of the SENCO is clearly documented.

26. I have a clear understanding of my role.

27. Staff in the school do not have a clear understanding 
of my role.

28. My position as SENCO is viewed as a vital role in the 
school.

29. I am viewed as a “Special Needs Teacher” or “Remedial 
Teacher” by the staff.

30. The school does not encourage pupils with SEN to be 
taught alongside their mainstream peers.

31. I believe that pupils with SEN should be taught alongside 
their mainstream peers.

32. Class Teachers do not undertake their curricular 
responsibilities for pupils with SEN.

33. Staff actively seek my advice and support with regard to 
pupils with SEN.

34. I actively promote my role as SENCO by offering regular 
advice and support to staff.

35. SMT actively supports me in my role as SENCO.

36. The Principal actively supports me in my role as SENCO.

37. Staff do not welcome my involvement in supporting them.
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SA 4  D  S D  D K

38. Class Teachers work in consultation with me in drawing up 
Education Plans (EPs).

39. The necessary administration associated with SEN takes 
up too much time.

40. The school does not allocate sufficient resources to meet 
the needs of pupils with SEN.

41. lam  not involved in making decisions regarding 
the SEN budget.

42. The school currently has a sufficient number of Classroom 
Assistants to work with pupils with SEN.

43. I believe that Classroom Assistants are essential to enable 
the school to support pupils with SEN.

44. The Classroom Assistants employed to support pupils with 
SEN are not used solely for that purpose.

45. I do not receive sufficient professional development in 
relation to my role as SENCO.

46. I am actively involved in the delivery of Special Educational 
Needs In Service Training (INSET) for staff.

47. I find the Education & Library Board’s Educational 
Psychology Service supportive in dealing with SEN issues.

48. I find the Education & Library Board's Special Education 
Department supportive in dealing with SEN issues.

49. I find the Education & Library Board's Education Welfare 
Service supportive in dealing with SEN issues.

50. I find the Education & Library Board’s Behaviour Support 
Team supportive in dealing with SEN issues.

51. I find the Education & Library Board's Curriculum Advisory 
and Support Service (CASS) supportive in dealing with 
SEN issues.
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Please tick as appropriate boxes to indicate your use o f time and your perception about the 
level of importance for you:

Hours per week Im portance

52. Teaching Special Needs classes

53. Teaching mainstream classes

54. Teaching withdrawal groups 
(1-1 or small groups)

55. In class support / team teaching

56. Pupil assessment

57. Supporting, advising or problem
solving with other members of staff

58. Administration -  maintaining SEN 
register and SEN records

59. Attending meetings within school 
e.g. with SMT/Principal

60. Developing SEN resources e.g. 
differentiated booklets

61. Liaising with parents

62. Liaising with external agencies

63. Developing policies

L «is than 

2 2 - 6 7 - 1 0 1 1 - 1 6

Moro than 

1 6

1 2 3 4 5

V«ry
im portan t

Fairty Mot
Im porta«! Im portan t Im porto«!

64. Other (please specify)

65. From the previous list please indicate the 3 areas which you believe to be the 
most important in your role as SENCO.

1.
2 . ' — — ——— —

3.

66. From the previous list please indicate the 3 areas which you think the staff in your school believe 
to be the most important for the role of the SENCO.

1.

2.

3.

185



67. From the 3 options outlined below please indicate the one which m o s t c lo se ly  resembles your 
current practice.

A  . \
• I deal mainly with children with learning 

difficulties.
• I am involved in support teaching with 

colleagues.
• I teach mainly bottom stream classes.
• I am involved in a range of SEN and non SEN 

issues across the school.
• I manage SEN issues and administration.

V

I am generally known as a “Learning Support" 
or “Teaching and Learning Co-ordinator".
I have some involvement in teaching children 
with learning difficulties.
I am responsible for developing effective 
mainstream learning strategies.
I am responsible for the development of SEN 
resources.
I co-ordinate whole school policies.

fc  ..................................  ........
• I am known generally as a “Remedial Teacher” 

or “Special Needs Teacher".
• I work exclusively with children with learning 

difficulties.
• I teach withdrawal groups (1-1 or small groups).
• I teach only bottom stream classes.
• I work largely independently with occasional 

liaison with mainstream teachers.

V________ -
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Section C -  Future Implications and Challenges

Yes ü  No Q

Yes CJ No Q l

Yes O No Ql

P l e a s e  t i c k  o r  fill  in  t h e  b o x e s  a s  a p p r o p r i a t e .

68. I have received awareness training on SENDO 

If ‘yes'
69. I feel the awareness training was sufficient

70. I am aware of the key changes needed by schools 
to implement SENDO

71. From the following list please indicate which areas you feel 
you would require training:

* Managing pupils with:
- Learning Difficulties

- Medical Conditions (e.g. autism, aspergers)

- Physical Difficulties

- Sensory Impairment; Hearing

- Sensory Impairment; Visual

- Social Emotional & Behavioural Difficulties

- Specific Learning Difficulties 
(e.g. dyslexia, dyspraxia)

- Speech & Language Difficulties 

Accessibility planning 

Collaborating with parents 

Collaborating with external agencies 

Curriculum planning/adaptation

Developing & Implementing support strategies for colleagues 

Developing resources 

Finance

Leading and managing staff 

Managing the Annual Review process 

Managing Classroom Assistants 

Policy development 

Pupil assessment 

Record keeping 

SEN administration

Writing and reviewing Education Plans (EPs)
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O
D
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O
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D
D

D
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D

O
D
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• O th e r (P le a s e  s p e c ify ) :

Please tick as appropriate for each question

K e y :  S A
A
DK

S t r o n g l y  A g r e e  
A g r e e  
D o n ’t K n o w

D - Disagree
S D  - S t r o n g l y  D i s a g r e e

SA A 0 SD DK

72.

73.

74.

75.

76.

77.

78.

79.

80. 

81.

Children with SEN/disability have a right to be 
educated in mainstream schools.

My school does not have appropriate physical access 
arrangements in place to cater for pupils with 
SEN/disability.

My school has the SEN teaching capacity to cater for 
pupils with SEN/disability.

Most mainstream schools have the appropriate physical 
access arrangements in place to cater for pupils with 
SEN/disability.

Most mainstream schools have the SEN teaching capacity 
to cater for pupils with SEN/disability.

Teachers in my school believe that pupils with 
SEN/disability should be taught in special schools.

The Principal in my school believes that pupils with 
SEN/disability should be taught in special schools.

Pupils with SEN/disability would be best catered for 
in Special Schools.

Most parents with children with SEN/disability will not 
elect to send their child to a mainstream school.

The inclusion of pupils with SEN/disability within 
mainstream schools would not affect the academic 
achievement of mainstream pupils.

82. In a sufficiently resourced mainstream school pupils with 
SEN/disability will have a better education if taught 
alongside mainstream pupils.



SA A D SD DK

83.

84.

85.

86.

87.

88.

89.

90.

91.

92.

93.

94.

With the introduction of SENDO I will require additional 
time to perform my role as SENCO.

With the introduction of SENDO I believe the 
management points awarded to SENCO should increase.

Depending on the severity and/or number of pupils with 
SEN/disability in the mainstream classroom, the teacher 
should have adult assistance.

Parents have not received sufficient information about 
SENDO.

The introduction of SENDO will require increased support 
from the local Education & Library Board.

The introduction of SENDO will require increased support 
from outside agencies.

SENDO will require improved communication within the 
school concerning pupils with SEN/disability.

Little thought has been given to the extra curricular 
activities of pupils with SEN/disability in mainstream 
schools.

Pupils in mainstream schools have been sufficiently 
informed/consulted about SENDO.

The role of the SENCO will not change significantly with 
the introduction of SENDO.

The introduction of SENDO will require me as SENCO 
to provide regular INSET for staff.

From the following list please indicate which categories of SEN you feel should be included 
in mainstream schools.

Learning Difficulties □

Medical Conditions (e.g. autism, aspergers) Ü

Physical Difficulties □

Sensory Impairment; Hearing Ü

Sensory Impairment; Visual Ü

Social Emotional & Behavioural Difficulties Ü

Specific Learning Difficulties (e.g. dyslexia, dyspraxia) Q  

Speech S language Difficulties Ü
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95. If you have any other comments about the future implication/challenges in relation to SENDO 
please outline below.

_______________ FOLLOW UP - REPLY SLIP____________

Would you be willing to take part in a follow up focus group? Yes O  N o Q  

If yes please give your contact details below

N AM E:________________________________________________________________

Name of School;________________ ______________ _______ _ _________ __

Address of School:

Telephone No:

Thank you very much for your co-operation and
support.

Brenda Montgomery
Adviser

Special Education 
SEELB
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APPENDIX 2

Questions for Semi Structured Interviews with Groups of SENCOs

1) Status
a) What is your view about the status of a SENCO within a school following the 
introduction of the SENDO legislation?

2) Priorities for the SENCO
a) What do you perceive to be the main priorities for the SENCO following the 
implementation of the SENDO legislation?
b) What would you identify as being the key issues needing to be addressed in the short 
term?
c) What would you identify as being the key issues needing to be addressed in the long 
term?

3) Ethos, values and attitudes towards inclusion / SENDO legislation
a) How would you define inclusion?
b) How inclusive do you think your school is and why?
c) What is your vision of inclusion in Northern Ireland in the future?
d) As a SENCO, what differences have you encountered for class teachers since the 
SENDO legislation became operative?
e) As a SENCO, what differences have you encountered at a whole school level since 
the SENDO legislation became operative?
1) Which category of SEN do you find the most difficult to manage within your school 
and why?

4) Resources -  time, human, material and funding
a) Please comment on the following resources and their importance in enabling you to 
perform your role as SENCO as efficiently as possible.

I. Time
II. Human

III. Material
IV. Funding

5) Training / support needs
a) What do you consider to be your main training / support needs to enable you to 
promote inclusion in your school?

6) Challenges / barriers to inclusion / SENDO legislation
a) What do you consider to be the main challenges / barriers for SENCOs in 
implementing inclusion and the SENDO legislation?
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APPENDIX 3

Queen's University
Belfast

School of Education 
Raaaarch Office 
Quean’s University Belfast 
69/71 University Street 
Belfast 
BT71HL
Tel +44 (0) 28 80976981 
Fax +44 (0) 28 80239263 
www.qubac.uk

Memorandum

To Brenda Montgomery

From Ethics Committee

1 November 2005

D is tr ib u tio n Course Director -  Laura Lundy 
Supervisor -  Eileen Winter 
File

S ubject
Ethics Approval

The School of Education Ethics Committee has reviewed your proposed study as submitted and has 
granted approval for you to proceed

• It is important to ensure that you follow the procedures outlined in your submission. Any
departure from these must be discussed with your supervisor, and may require additional ethical 
approval.

The Committee wishes you every success with your research
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APPENDIX 4

Sample Courtesy Letter sent to Chief Executives in all ELBs

15 February 2006

Dear

Now that the Special Educational Needs and Disability (Northern Ireland) Order (2005) 
(SENDO) has become operative in Northern Ireland, I am interested in carrying out an 
investigative study of the key challenges for SENCOs in its implementation.

The objective of my study will be to collect the views of a number of SENCOs across 
Northern Ireland through survey questionnaires and interviews.

All replies will be treated with the utmost respect and confidentiality and no school will 
be named or otherwise identified in the write-up.

1 would appreciate your agreement in assisting me with my research, therefore I would 
ask you please to complete the enclosed Reply Slip allowing me to correspond with 
schools within your Board area.

Thank you in anticipation of your co-operation and support in this matter.

Yours sincerely

B R E N D A  M O N T G O M E R Y



Reply Slip

Please delete as appropriate:

I agree/do not agree to you corresponding with schools to carry out your research of the 
key challenges for SENCOs in implementing The Special Educational Needs 
And Disability (Northern Ireland) Order (2005) (SENDO)

ELB:

Chief Executive

Signature:

Please return to:

MRS BRENDA MONTGOMERY



APPENDIX 5

Sample Covering Letter sent to all SENCOs with Questionnaire

Dear Colleague

Please find attached a short questionnaire designed to collect SENCOs’ views on the 
key challenges in implementing the Special Educational Needs and Disability (Northern 
Ireland) Order (2005) (SENDO).

This survey has been distributed to SENCOs across Northern Ireland. The research has 
been approved by the Chief Executive within your Education and Library Board and the 
findings will be shared with your Special Educational Needs Adviser(s).

I realise that as a SENCO there are many demands on your time, but I believe that this 
is a very important issue and your views are crucial in identifying key challenges and 
areas where further support will be required.

I have trialled this questionnaire with some colleagues and it should take about twenty 
minutes to complete. 1 would be most obliged if you would answer all questions.

Please return the completed questionnaire by 7,h April 2006 in the enclosed pre-paid 
envelope to:-

Central Management Support Unit
Southern Education and Library Board
3 Charlemont Place
The Mall
Armagh
BT61 7BR

All replies will be treated with the utmost respect and confidentiality, and no individual 
or school will be named or otherwise identified in the write-up.

Thank you in anticipation of your co-operation and support with this research.

Yours sincerely

B R E N D A  M O N T G O M E R Y



APPENDIX 6

24,h April 2006

Sample Thank You Letter sent to all SENCOs

Dear Colleague

1 would like to thank everyone who returned the questionnaire regarding SENCOs’ 
views on the key challenges in implementing the Special Educational Needs and 
Disability (Northern Ireland) Order (2005) (SENDO).

1 understand that as a SENCO you are a very busy person, therefore 1 appreciate the 
time you have given to air your views about this very important issue.

If for any reason you have not yet returned the questionnaire, I would still be happy to 
receive it. If you need another copy please contact:-

Research Assistant & Support Officer 
Central Management Support Unit

Please return the completed questionnaire by 12lh May 2006 or sooner if possible to:-

Central Management Support Unit
Southern Education and Library Board
3 Charlemont Place
The Mall
Armagh
BT61 7BR

May I assure you that all replies will be treated with the utmost respect and 
confidentiality, and no individual or school will be named or otherwise identified in the 
write-up.

Thank you once again for your co-operation and support with this research.

Yours sincerely

B R E N D A  M O N T G O M E R Y



APPENDIX 7

Sample Letter sent to SENCOs re Cluster Croup Arrangements

15th September 2006

To: All principals of Primary Schools and Special Schools (with a primary department). 
FAO: All SENCO / SEN Teachers

Dear Colleague,

1 hope you all had a pleasant summer and a relaxing break away from all the pressures 
of school. Now 1 wish you success as you embark on another challenging year.

1 would like to take this opportunity to invite you to an important cluster group meeting 
this term. This cluster group is being organised to provide an opportunity for you to:

Meet with your colleagues to discuss current issues around Inclusion / SENDO.

Please indicate which cluster group session you wish to attend by completing the 
enclosed reply slip and returning it to: Brenda Montgomery.

I look forward to seeing you at the cluster group which 1 hope you will find useful.

If you require any further clarification please feel free to contact me.

PS. Don't forget to put the date in your diary!!!

Yours sincerely

B R E N D A  M O N T G O M E R Y



REPLY SLIP
Primary SENCO / SEN Cluster Groups 
Time (for all cluster groups): 2.00 pm -  3.30 pm

Please indicate which session you wish to attend.
Don’t forget to put the date in your diary’!

Session Date Topic I/we wish to attend the following sessions:

1 Tuesday, Current issues around Name(s)
10th October 2005 Inclusion / SENDO

2 Wednesday, Current issues around
11th October 2006 Inclusion / SENDO Name(s)

3 Thursday, Current issues around
12th October 2006 Inclusion / SENDO Namc(s)

School:

Principal’s Signature:

Date:

Please return to Brenda Montgomery
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APPENDIX 8

Group Interview Arrangements with SENCOs in ELB 4

Course Ref/Title: 
Day/Date:

PROGRAMME

Managing Change -  Implications for SENCOs 
23' October 2006

9.30 am -  9.45 am Welcome and Introduction

9.45 am -  10.30 am Setting the scene

10.30 am -  11.00 am TEA / COFFEE

11.00 am -  12.00 pm The SENCO and the Revised Curriculum

12.00 pm -  1.00 pm The Inclusion Charter Mark

1.00 pm -  2.00 pm LUNCH

2.00 pm -  3.15 pm 1 he SENCO and SEN DO B ren da M ontgom ery

3.15 pm -  3.30 pm Summary Evaluation
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APPENDIX 9

Questions for Semi Structured Interviews with Groups of SENCQs
(Researcher’s copy)

Themes which emerged from the questionnaires and which require further exploration

1. Status
2. Priorities for the SENCO
3. Ethos, values and attitudes towards inclusion / SENDO legislation
4. Resources -  time, human, material and funding
5. Training / support needs
6. Challenges / barriers to inclusion / SENDO legislation

Possible questions to be asked in relation to each theme:

1) Status

a) What is your view about the status of a SENCO within a school following the 
introduction of the SENDO legislation?

Possible issues for discussion (prompts)

• Importance of the SENCO in a school
• Feelings of Principal, SMT and staff
• Leadership role -  policy and practice
• Management position -  managing other staff / CAs
• Member of SMT
• Management points

2) Priorities for the SENCO

a) What do you perceive to be the main priorities for the SENCO following the 
implementation of the SENDO legislation?

b) What would you identify as being the key issues needing to be addressed in the short 
term?

c) What would you identify as being the key issues needing to be addressed in the long 
term?

Possible issues for discussion (prompts)

• More time
• Pupil assessment,
• Administration,
• Managing different categories of SEN,
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• Supporting staff,
• Meetings with parents or external agencies,
• Developing policies,
• Producing resources
• Other

3) Ethos, values and attitudes towards inclusion / SEN 1)0 legislation

a) How would you define inclusion?

b) 1 low inclusive do you think your school is and why?

c) What is your vision of inclusion in Northern Ireland in the future?

d) As a SENCO, what differences have you encountered for class teachers since the 
SENDO legislation became operative?

e) As a SENCO, what differences have you encountered at a whole school level since 
the SENDO legislation became operative?

f) Which category of SEN do you find the most difficult to manage within your school 
and why?

Possible issues for discussion (prompts)

• Variations in definitions
• Personal views about inclusion
• Long term vision of inclusion
• Changing role of the SENCO
• Role of special schools in the future
• Values and attitudes about different categories of SEN in Mainstream 

schools
• Role of the class teacher in promoting inclusion
• Characteristics of inclusive schools

4) Resources-time, human, material and funding

a) Please comment on the following resources and their importance in enabling you to 
perform your role as SENCO as efficiently as possible.

I. Time
II. Human

III. Material
IV. Funding
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Possible issues for discussion (prompts)

• Current allocations
• Knowledge of funding for SEN
• Workload
• The use of Classroom Assistants
• The role of the SENCO in the production of material resources

5) Training / support needs

a) What do you consider to be your main training / support needs to enable you to 
promote inclusion in your school?

Possible issues for discussion (prompts)

• Current qualifications
• Previous training
• New issues which have arisen since SENDO
• Schools’ attitudes to CPD
• Support from ELBs
• Capacity building within the school

6) Challenges / barriers to inclusion / SENDO legislation

a) What do you consider to be the main challenges / barriers for SENCOs in 
implementing inclusion and the SENDO legislation?

This question should be left totally open ended without any prompts
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APPENDIX 10

SAMPLE SMALL GROUP RESPONSES 

Questions for Semi Structured Interv iews w ith Groups of SENCOs

1) Status
What is your view about the status of a SENCO within a school following the 
introduction of the SENDO legislation?

Little change in status 
Potential for change
Workload has increased due to new legislation
More responsibility
Parents unaware of the change
Delivery of SENDO training
Should be SMT
Emotional demands and anxiety
One days training for a massive legal responsibility
Scarce resources

2) Priorities for the SENCO
a) What do you perceive to be the main priorities for the SENCO following the 
implementation of the SENDO legislation?

Staff training 
Identification 
Planning and assessing 
Paperwork
Meeting the needs of the children 
Updated and relevant lEPs 
Consultations with parents
Time to consult with class teacher / implement legislation 
Reviewing SEN policy to include SENDO and inclusion 
Ensuring school is inclusive and reasonable steps are taken 
Values and attitudes 
Update medical register
Fears of teachers (particularly for specific learning difficulties)

b) What would you identify as being the key issues needing to be addressed in the short 
term?

Allocation of time for planning, consultation with parents and IEPs 
Money provided to implement legislation
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Training in the latest resources, legislation and initiatives 
SEN policy to include SENDO and inclusion

c) What would you identify as being the key issues needing to be addressed in the long 
term?

Eack of funding to provide more classroom assistants
Training for classroom assistants
Lack of specialist support
Medical training
Physical layout of the school
Faster and more versatile response to referrals
Priority given to children with very low scores
Provision of SEN at an early stage
Waiting lists for support

3) Ethos, values and attitudes towards inclusion / SEN 1)0 legislation
a) 1 low would you define inclusion?

All children having the right to access the national curriculum in mainstream 
schools regardless of disabilities

Politically correct and idealistic but not workable, we feel this could have an 
adverse effect on both the mainstream children and teachers and also 
disadvantage the special needs child who would benefit from a calm and secure 
environment in a special school.

Appropriate placement and provision in mainstream

b) What do you think are the characteristics of an inclusive school?

Positive attitude towards inclusion 
Willing to make reasonable adjustments 
Well trained staff 
High staffing and support levels 
Specialist teachers and resources 
Collaboration with medical staff 
Smaller classes
Staff awareness of special needs 
Facilities available

c) What is your vision of inclusion in Northern Ireland in the future? 

The Parents rights are respected
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Realisation that in some circumstances it is not beneficial to both the children 
and the school 
Small classes
Resources are readily available
Retain special needs units as this system is supported

d) As a SENCO, what differences have you encountered for class teachers since the 
SENDO legislation became operative?

Class teachers need more training in autism and general medical training
Behavioural moderation programme
Class teachers are more aware of SENDO issues

e) As a SENCO, what differences have you encountered at a whole school level since 
the SENDO legislation became operative?

Review of policy to include SENDO
School environment and building
Staff training and awareness
Raised awareness at whole school level
Need for evidence that code of practice is being followed

1) Which category of SEN do you find the most difficult to manage within your school 
and why?

Behaviour Difficulties
Time to plan, administration and testing children 
Money for resources

4) Resources -  time, human, material and funding

Please comment on the following resources and their importance in enabling you to 
perform your role as SENCO as efficiently as possible, 
a) Time

Not enough time
Some SENCOS are not given any allocated time 
We feel that we need two free hours per week

b) H u m an

More trained classroom assistants and external support 
Specialist help for speech difficulties
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c) M a te r ia l

More resources

d) Funding

Lots more funding lor training teachers and classroom assistants 
Teacher release time lor admin, testing, meeting with parents etc 
Resources -  Knowing about the school SEN budget

5) Training / support needs
What do you consider to be your main training / support needs to enable you to promote 
inclusion in your school?

Support for policy writing and review
Brief strategies for supporting children with various difficulties 
Could reduce stages in COP to save funding

6) Challenges / barriers to inclusion / SEN 1)0 legislation
What do you consider to be the main challenges / barriers for SENCOs in implementing 
inclusion and the SENDO legislation?

Name / Group information (ELB, school sector, any other relevant information)
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APPENDIX 11

SAMPLE TRANSCRIPT

Group 4
12.10.06

Interviewer:

OK, so let me go through the questions and I’m just recording your answers, just to pick 

up what you say and to get your feelings. 1 will write down some of the points and 

some of the issues that come up. 1 don’t have to stick rigidly to each question that 

comes up but if I just get a point from each table on some of the issues and please feel 

free to get into some discussion and then if you leave me your sheets at the end as well 

and I’ll try and compile the information together. Question 1 was your status of a 

SENCO within a school following up any views on that, do you think the status has 

changed?

Group:
Not unless you're affected.

Interviewer:

Ok not much change in that one, anybody found any change?

Group:

I think the status of the SENCO is to be aware of a lot of wider issues and also to inform 

staff of all the new issues they have to deal with in the form of children in their 

classroom. Your status will ultimately change if you are the person responsible for -  

number 1 staff awareness and number 2 to say whether or not SENDO can meet the 

needs of the child -  does that follow as a SENCO, are we meant to ensure who makes 

that decision, so possibly our role could change.
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Interviewer:

It could but it hasn’t as yet, well I think I have that question in later on, so do you think 

that the SENCO should be senior management?

Group:

Yes, absolutely, they should be.

Interviewer:

Yes, or even have a link with senior management?

Group:
Well, I would say they should be senior management, to be honest.

Interviewer:

Yes, why do you think it should be a senior management role?

Group:

It would give you a bit more clout, wouldn’t it? We’ve all sort of said that the 

responsibility is on us for the actual presentation of SENDO to ensure that all members 

of staff are aware of what it is. The onus is put on us by the Principal among others to 

disseminate that information, so that has changed the status when we’re required to do 

that.

Interviewer:

Although was that not always in the Code of Practice that that would be one of the 

responsibilities of the SENCO to provide that information?

Group:
Maybe, SENDO itself was designed to ensure that all staff were aware.
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Interviewer:

What about the disability aspect in relation to your status, has anybody in this room had 

any issues in relation to that -  no nothing?

Group:

I don’t understand what you mean.

Interviewer:

You know the SENDO legislation have you had anything that’s cropped up in your 

school?

Group:

We had a child in our school in January with severe difficulties. It presented difficulties 

with our staff. It’s just that when the child came, I think his mother had other issues 

around bringing a child who is severely disabled that the other staff were traumatised 

basically for quite a few months and we had to give them support and do the best we 

could. We got by -  we did well, but we were very stressed.

Interviewer:
What kind of support did you get?

Group:

Well really we talked to each other, you know, the staff. We thought we should have 

had something from the Principal, we had background information but we had to find it 

all out for ourselves, we had to support each other -  it was quite traumatic.

In no other job would you be bound by legislation and get one day’s training, you know, 

we are duty bound by the rule of law now that the rights of this child....are we the 

people, are we the fall guy for this then, that if something happens or whatever, you 

know, we can be taken to court for this but yet we trained as teachers, God knows how 

many years ago, so we didn’t train as nurses, carers, so now it’s the blind leading the 

blind looking for answers that we possibly can’t find.
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Interviewer:

So what are the issues coming out of that?

Group:

Well you just feel very isolated - certainly in this group, it's your perspectives, you find 

it among other members of staff - what other job on this earth would you talk to your 

colleagues about something as serious as that. There are now increased responsibilities 

of the SENCO in having to explain legislation to begin with, that would have 

implications for staff training.

It’s also the fact of so much money being put in to cater for one child’s needs when all 

of those services are within the special needs schools, everything’s on site, whereas you 

have to pay to have extra rooms put on to cater for the medical needs, to have people 

come in, separate carers and they are all there. How do you justify that when you’re 

sitting in your class and you can’t get help for those other children who need support -  

sorry we don’t have the support -  sorry we can’t provide you with a classroom assistant 

and yet this money is coming for one child.

Interviewer:

Do you think it’s a resourcing issue? Would you be able to manage OK if proper 

resources were in place?

Group:

1 think it’s more of an emotional issue.

Interviewer:

It’s an emotional issue as well, right. Is it a moral dilemma? Anybody else in the room 

faced any issues like that?

Group:

I had a diabetic child in my class and that meant every day at 12.30 his sugar level had 

to be done and 1 had to stand beside him until he did that and then 1 had to go through
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the whole rigmarole of what is your sugar level -  if it was below a certain level he had 

to have half a tin of Lucozade or a Mars bar and he had to have 2 units of insulin. 1 did 

find that very hard work and extra to my teaching and the responsibility was grave. One 

day in particular, the child came up and said he didn’t feel well and was just about ready 

to collapse, so we have all that to deal with in a class of 11 other children with moderate 

learning difficulties.

Interviewer:

So you would agree it's an emotional issue as well as... what would you need to help 

you?

Group:

1 worried about it. I had the nurse’s phone number, his parent’s phone number, and 1 

felt totally responsible for that child's safety, taking him to PE -  you had to check his 

sugar levels -  the swimming pool - 1 had to make sure he had two digestive biscuits and 

a glass of milk, and do his sugar level before he went into swim and check it 

immediately he came out. It was really time consuming, very worrying and 1 thought it 

an awful responsibility. We did manage very well but on a few occasions we had to get 

the nurse up because his level was so high, so it was a big responsibility.

Interviewer:

Did you receive any support from the health care trust for example?

Group:

Well the nurse came out and showed me it all but 1 mean she wasn’t there. 1 had to go 

through everything and make sure he had the right amount of insulin, lie put the 

injections in his stomach himself and we were alright but it could have been all wrong 

couldn’t it? lie’s now moved on and is in secondary school education.

Interviewer:

Somebody else’s responsibility now.
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Yes, exactly.

Group:

Interviewer:

So the key issues out of that for you are the responsibility it puts on you and the 

emotional aspect ol'it as well. What resources would have helped you?

Group:

1 could have, I suppose, pushed for a classroom assistant but 1 don't think, considering 

the size of the class I have, another body could have fitted in, there would have been too 

many adults but at the same time at 12.30 on occasions when he became quite ill, it 

would have been good to have had a trained person to help.

Interviewer:

So would training help?

Group:

But it’s just adding more work to the role of the teacher because you’ve got those other 

children that you’re accountable for as well and you always wonder if something 

happens to this child, would you be taken to court.

Interviewer:

Yes, there are the legal issues as well. You, presumably, had to make sure that there 

was someone else in the school trained if you were ill.

Group:

Yes, it was all written up in the store, exactly what the procedure was. 1 have to say on 

days that I had been sick there were quite a few panic sessions because people didn’t 

follow the procedure correctly and the child was maybe sent home when, if I had been 

there it might have been dealt with differently -  people didn’t want to give the insulin 

etc etc.
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Interviewer:

So does that impact on anybody else in your thoughts about short-term issues and long

term issues that you need to be thinking about within your school?

Group:

Well, one of the main things is the medical register which needs to be updated. I 

recently had to do it for data protection and we found we had a lot more asthmatic 

children than we actually realised from it, so it’s been very positive in updating 

information. We now update this information more regularly now than we did prior to 

the legislation existing. Again diabetic children -  more than we were aware of -  

allergies -  more children have allergies which their parents maybe haven’t informed us 

of. We’ve had staff training again, the whole staff, not just one classroom assistant but 

we’ve had a number of them trained in case somebody’s absent. It means that we have 

tightened up ourselves on making sure that we can provide for children with various 

disabilities.

Interviewer:

It brings up the whole training issue, of all the training that needs to be done, probably, I 

don’t know, over the long-term, over the short-term whatever. What about your school 

facilities in accommodating for example your child in your school?

Group:

We were equipped initially but we had to give over our medical room to this child and 

we had to relocate our library to the other end of the school, it’s been quite traumatic.

Interviewer:

I’m sure it is.

Group:

Classroom assistants, are a big issue for mainstream schools, with so many adults -  

we’re not used to that -  having so many adults in the room and that’s a difficult one for 

the class teacher -  how to manage so many adults in the room and what you were
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allowed to give them to do. That was something you were never trained for as a 

mainstream teacher -  we weren’t aware of that until it happened.

Interviewer:

It sort of has implications for the training that new teachers need doesn’t it and I don’t 

think that’s happening a great deal and that was raised yesterday as well, somebody 

asked that question -  what’s happening during the PGCE year or whatever. OK thank 

you. Look at page 2 now -  Ethos, Values and Attitudes towards it. I think in some 

ways we’re past that stage but has anybody got a definition of inclusion, what they think 

inclusion means in Northern Ireland.

Group:
We came up with all children having the right to access the national curriculum in 

mainstream schools regardless of disabilities.

Interviewer:

OK, so you feel that all children should be in mainstream schools.

Group:
Not necessarily, but we felt that’s what inclusion meant.

Interviewer:

Right, OK, I think at the minute the Department are still assuring us that special schools 

will still exist so we are not going for full inclusion the way they have done in some 

countries. Our special schools will still be there but 1 know some of our colleagues 

teaching in special schools are perhaps feeling a little bit vulnerable about whether 

special schools will be there in the future, especially the ‘MED’ schools, there might be 

‘SLD’ schools but 1 suppose who knows what direction it will go in the future. Any 

other comments on that one or your vision about inclusion in Northern Ireland in the 

future?
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I suppose there are a lot of issues with class teachers, not just special needs teachers but 

class teachers as well -  we have so many children in school with specii'ic learning 

difficulties and we can't get any support for those children coming with a disability and 

any other problems they may have. Those are the children you have every day -  you 

have at least 2 or 3 in the class you're providing for and the Board are saying you aren’t 

going to get any help until they are P6, this kind of thing, so there’s a panic there.

Interviewer:

Are you highlighting the difference between, perhaps, a special need and a special 

educational need?

Group:

Yes

Interviewer:

Yes, OK and there is a difference isn’t there when we’re in education and as teachers 

you’re educationalists and there is a difference between that. Ok as a SENCO what 

differences have you encountered since the SENDO legislation became operative? 1 

think that the majority of you are saying that you haven’t really noticed much difference 

apart from the few schools that have had some issues. There are other schools within 

the Board area who are experiencing situations, maybe like yours, children with medical 

needs. I think we’ve also had some cases where children with behaviour difficulties are 

causing a lot of difficulties in the classroom and children may be being disciplined for 

ADHD and then the parents are saying that’s discrimination because that’s a disability, 

so some of those kinds of issues are just beginning to come up at the moment; it’s just 

something that might come up in the future, I suppose.

Group:
As well as that, when 1 was at training last week, we were asked to define disability 

because children were on DLA or whatever -  nobody knows if that constituted a 

disability with regard to SENDO or if it didn't -  1 don’t know' if that’s right.

Group:
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Interviewer:

I don’t think there’s been any change on that. 

Group:

The Department have done a census haven’t they?

Interviewer:

Well, I haven’t heard of any follow up on that, the Equality Commission were looking 

at that side of things as well weren’t they?

Group:
It could impact more than we know.

Interviewer:

Yes exactly.

Group:

Depending on how they define disability.

Interviewer:
And they will challenge all schools because they will be supporting the individuals who 

have a disability.

Group:
Yes 1 agree with you on that, that is absolutely true, there is no definition of it apart 

from long term but what you were saying is that, at least, it has raised our awareness 

about more children with allergies, more children with asthma and the number of 

children who might well have a special need or a disability.

Interviewer:

OK, which category of special needs do you find the most difficult to manage. Any 

comments on that one?
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That would be behaviour, behaviour issues.

Group:

Interviewer:

Behaviour issues, OK.

Group:
It takes up so much time.

Interviewer:

Would this group agree with that?

Group:

Definitely, behaviour.

Interviewer:

Everyone agrees behaviour issues? We have been inundated at the Board, inundated 

with phone calls since September, 1 can tell you, with PI children -  teachers looking for 

support for children with behaviour difficulties. Phone calls have been coming in thick 

and fast -  they’ve eased off maybe a little bit so you good teachers are maybe getting 

them settled down now at this stage. Would this group also be behaviour....?

Group:

Yes behaviour and the other big issue that would take place in the special needs area is 

time. There doesn’t seem to be any uniform procedure -  in some schools, teachers are 

getting time for administration, in other schools teachers aren’t getting any time for 

doing it at all -  even time for testing children and then the other big issue is resources.

Interviewer:

OK, I’ve been getting queries like that as well. How much time -  a new SENCO maybe 

in post -  how much time should a new SENCO have and I don’t have an answer for 

that, it’s a school management issue but I would agree with you and that’s something

217



that has shown up in the questionnaires right across Northern Ireland, that there’s a very 

wide range -  some people are doing it in their own time and some people have lots of

time. Anybody here a non teaching SENCO?.....You are looking at me as if I’ve got 2

heads! We had one of our SENCOs about 2 years ago who had been non teaching for 

17 years and then suddenly was back in the classroom and still expected to do the same 

job as she had been doing so these are the sort of issues coming up as well.

Group:

Do all schools have money for SENCOs, I wasn’t sure.

Interviewer:
All schools have money for special needs, yes.

Group:

Are they given money for SENCOs specifically.......inaudible

Interviewer:

There’s Code of Practice money in all schools.

Group:
Is it dependent on how many children you have on your special needs register? Is there 

a set amount of money for each school or does it depend on the number?

Interviewer:

It depends on the number; yes it comes under the common formula.

Group:
It’s based on attainments, on the scores that’s done every year -  it’s based on the scores 

is it not?
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No, it’s changed from that (barely audible discussion in the background about free 

dinners)

Group:

Interviewer:

Free dinners are still included. All schools do get money for special needs but all 

schools will agree to spend that money differently -  some schools will have a special 

needs department, some schools will put so much into resources, some schools will 

have withdrawal groups, other schools won't -  it’s a school management issue how they 

spend the money. Are you the SENCO in your school? You should make it your 

business to find out how much money there is and how the special needs money is 

spent.

Group:

I think it’s spent on special needs teachers but 1 just thought some could be spent 

specifically on SENCOs especially training us in some of the new things we have to 

deal with.

Interviewer:

So what kind of training and support would you want in the future?

Group:

You have no idea how difficult it is for a classroom to incorporate the various issues 

like the very high able children and the very low ability children and behaviour issues 

and the medical issues and every subject on the curriculum, they have no idea of the 

difficulties that’s causing. And 1 think we need to get real and say right you need this 

support and that whatever support you need you’ll get it. Because until they do teachers 

are going to be cracking up, 1 mean I see it within our staff, everybody’s been saying the 

same thing. 1 mean if you take an average mainstream primary class of 30 children you 

could have a quarter of them with special needs, and even working with the SENCO or 

the withdrawal system, teachers still need to find time with them, and they’re dealing 

with so many different areas. There’s no training for them, I mean you get a new
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syndrome in your class in the form of a child that needs all your support, nobody comes 

out to the school either medical or educational to say now this is what this child has 

therefore the following behaviours will be manifested, therefore he will require this 

extra support, (inaudible) or whatever it happens to be and nobody’s doing that. So who 

is it down to, it’s down to the SENCOs and where do we get time in a school of five or 

six hundred pupils? To go round each of the teachers and say what about this 

child....this, this and this and I'll try and support you, I mean it’s just so difficult...

Interviewer:

What areas of support are key?

Group:
Information I mean even as the SENDO, and this is no reflection on the Board at all and 

1 have great sympathy with them because they’re trying to do hundreds of jobs, but 

when we had that SENDO training and we then passed on (inaudible) and let’s be 

honest half an hour after school whenever everybody’s dead to the w'orld from the days 

teaching and we’re passing that on we’re trying to make them see the importance of it, 

the whole theory of inclusion and how good it’s going to be, the difficulties we’re going 

to the face the scores we’re going to get and if there’s money available... and then all of 

a sudden they’re saying (inaudible) so inclusion’s all very well but when you have 

mainstream schools (inaudible) people need to know they need to be informed properly 

by the department. I’m very fortunate in that I have a Principal that gives me one day a 

week, now I hound the medical people, on a day I’ll spend an hour or two on the phone 

to the (inaudible) therapist, the occupational therapist, physiotherapists whoever I need 

to get in touch with and 1 hounded them until they would get back to me and they did 

(inaudible)...and most of the medical do get back to you but unless be have an insight 

into these children’s medical history how can we...(inaudible)

Interviewer:

So would that be useful to follow-up with some support for different medical issues? 

We did that with our post-primary SENCOs, I do post-primary cluster groups. We had 

a session last week with three doctors and one of them gave an input in autism, one
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gave an input on ADHD and one gave an input on asthma and it was a very good 

session. Do you think that sort of thing would be useful for you?

Group:

Languages as well it’s such a big area...

Interviewer:

Speech and Language was one of the ones 1 had thought about because we have speech 

and language therapists seconded to the Board here and 1 had requested that they come 

and do an input for you, I haven’t managed to get a ‘yes’ on that yet.

Group:
Inaudible...does not speak English...how do you go about that?

Inaudible...something needs to be standardised personally I...

Interviewer:

I know I have had a few requests recently from SENCOs saying 1 mean is there 

anything standardised that a SENCO should have and there isn’t. It’s a school 

management issue and it’s what you said, it depends on the values of the school and the 

number of special needs and all of those kind of issues...

Group:

1 find you take your own class work home every night, night after night as well as your 

own SENCO work.

Inaudible

Interviewer:
Ok, right.

Group:

It’s just raising the status of (inaudible)
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Interviewer:

I'll be able to pull that information from the questionnaires that I have got from right 

across Northern Ireland. How much time the majority of SENCOs feel would be the 

minimum amount of time.

Group:

1 think schools need to recognise that it’s not a co-ordinated job as in other areas this co

ordinated post is an awful lot of work with parents. You’re held responsible for things 

if they’re not done competently, they look badly if they’re not done effectively it’s more 

interaction and in fact you should be given more respect. A lot of SENCOs are not in 

management 1 think special needs is something which has been given very little priority 

overall and the fact the Board now and I know the Board’s struggling because they 

haven’t got enough psychologists, but the whole thing has been totally undermined and 

at the moment we’re all trying to sit and cope as best we can, but I don’t think we are 

coping I just think we’re getting by hoping that we don’t get caught out and it’s not our 

fault, I think it’s just the position we’ve been pushed into. So I think there needs to be a 

lot more publicity and parents need to be made aware that there are major issues and 

people need to start speaking out. 1 think we’re all skirting round issues without 

addressing the point - there’s no money there’s no support and we really are trying to 

survive doing two posts at the same time and it’s not working.

Interviewer:

OK thank you.
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APPENDIX 12

Case Study -  written by a SENCO 

Outline

This case study illustrates how a school attempts to include a student with Down’s 

syndrome.

Background

The student was age 12 years when he first entered school and is referred to as student 

X. He came from a mainstream primary school. In his last years of school he spent 

some time with his peers and time with a p4 class. This was done in order to facilitate 

his learning at an age appropriate level and pace. He had a full time classroom assistant. 

The purpose of the classroom assistant is to bridge the gap between him and the rest of 

the world. Student X’s statement indicates that he has severe cognitive delay. His work 

was completely differentiated.

Due to issues with funding in my school it has not been possible to access the Board’s 

services, which would have come with this child had he elected to go to another school. 

In addition to this difficulty there was an added complication at the start of the year. 

The student has difficulties with his bones -  the name of the condition is Fibrous 

Dysplasia. The implications are that the student often fractures his bones and when he 

arrived in September he was in a wheelchair. In order to facilitate him moving between 

classes we decided that teachers would move to wherever he was.

Methods Used
I went to visit another school who successfully integrated a student with a similar 

condition to see what 1 could learn. For the first month this student came to us on a trial 

basis to see if we could provide the level of care and education which his parents 

wanted for him. Some of the students were uncomfortable with him and found it a little
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awkward at the start, and we transferred one student into a different form class. She had 

a negative experience with a child with Down’s syndrome in primary school.

At the start the teachers were probably as ignorant as the students in terms of what to 

expect. Each provided differentiated work for him in the majority of classes. The 

students adjusted faster than the adults and quickly bonded with student X as they 

probably overwhelmed him with their interest. They all wanted to push his wheelchair 

around the playground and to be his friend.

A classroom assistant was not funded so his parent decided to accompany him to 

school. Both parents work so it is not possible for them to be in school at all times. The 

mother decided that she would advertise for a part-time assistant to be there two or three 

days a week, or as necessary. It is good for student X, as he then gets to work with 

different assistants.

Due to his mobility problems we needed to ensure that there was a disabled toilet for 

student X to use. He is allowed to leave the classroom at any time to use these facilities 

and teachers have to be flexible to allow this to happen.

Outcomes
My journey of learning has been rather steep. 1 have not taught a student with Down’s 

syndrome before and I was not comfortable with the idea of having student X in school. 

My real doubt was how he would cope with the work and how much he would get out 

of lessons with the other students. Would he be able to do any of the work?

After a few months I can report that it appears to be working. The main reason is the 

classroom assistant and also the hard work which other staff put into preparing materials 

for him to use in class. The support of the family has also been crucial to his success 

and his full integration in school activities. For example when the class were reading a 

novel in English the family acted it out at home. The parents also take him out to see 

things which are related to what he is learning and take photographs as a reminder.
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The parents have been invaluable. At the start his mum spent a lot of time with the tutor 

and they had long discussions as to why student x should be educated in mainstream. 

The parent’s rationale is that he is going to live in society for the rest of his life, so why 

not start now. I listened to this in September and really did not have any real vision for 

inclusion. 1 certainly did not perceive that we would end up gaining so much.

Student X has added to his form class. As a class teacher 1 can see that he brings out the 

best of most students. Some of them have befriended student X and are very protective 

of him. They are patient and spend time listening to him when he tells stories about his 

family and what he did at the weekend. They know him better than the teachers and 1 

perceive that he has a calming influence on some of his class mates.

As a teacher 1 have been amazed to see his personality developing. He has been out of 

the wheelchair since November and this has helped me to see a lot more of what he can 

do.

Student X’s speech is difficult to make out. It takes time to listen to him and to figure it 

out. He is still receiving assistance from the speech therapist in addition to his 

occupational therapy sessions.

Evaluation

As acting SENCO 1 have added some information in our special needs policy on dealing 

with students with Down’s syndrome. I also included additional information in his IEP.

I have left the Down’s syndrome association booklet in the staffroom for all to access 

and am hopeful that other teachers will find my information useful.
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