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Action Research for Inclusive
Education

This book presents and discusses an approach to action research which can
help dismantle discriminatory and exclusionary practices in education.
Insider accounts of action research will help challenge assumptions about the
supposed limits of inclusive education, and offer examples of how change can
be realistically achieved, through processes of collaboration and participation.

Written by a team of practitioner researchers drawn from a wide range
of schools and services, this book provides a groundbreaking guide to action
research in inclusive education. The chapters address a wide range of real-
life situations and experiences by exploring ways in which teachers have
tackled inequalities in the school environment through action research based
on principles of equality and democracy. These include:

• the co-ordination of services for minority ethnic groups, including
refugee and asylum seeking children;

• peer mediation of access to the literary hour for young children with
autism;

• homosexuality and action in the inclusion of gay issues;
• developing the role of learning support assistants in pioneering inclusion;
• reducing exclusion of children with challenging behaviour;
• listening to the voices of young people identified as having severe

learning difficulties;
• developing links between special and mainstream schools;
• challenging marginalising practices in Further Education.

Those seeking to empower marginalised individuals and groups through
powerful research in action in education will find this book inspiring and
engaging. It will be particularly valuable to practitioners, researchers in
academic or government settings, student teachers, and those involved in
in-service courses and Continuing Professional Development programmes.

Felicity Armstrong is Senior Lecturer in Inclusive Education at the Institute
of Education, University of London. Michele Moore is Director of the
Inclusive Education and Equality Research Centre, University of Sheffield.
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Foreword

Len Barton

Having a desire to learn more about the perspectives and experiences of
teachers in the increasingly complex, diverse and changing world of schools
and post-school institutions, I approached reading this collection of insider
accounts with an eager anticipation. I was not disappointed. Overall, the
chapters contain a wealth of careful reflections, examples of critical inci-
dents and significant challenges, of frustrations and uncertainties, points of
risk-taking as well as new understandings and a clear indication of the
fundamental importance of how these teachers viewed teaching in terms of
making a difference in the lives of their pupils.

Inclusive thinking and practice are hard work and this is exemplified
through insights into some of the complexities and contradictory contexts
in which their teaching and research took place. It is also reflected in the
serious questions that are raised in these accounts. Overall, the book is an
informative, thoughtful, stimulating read. In the foreword I will identify
several factors that have impressed me and which I feel are important to
highlight. These are not meant to be exhaustive nor are they presented in
order of priority.

An important dimension of the writing concerns the openness and honesty
of these teachers. They express some of their deeply felt views about the
ambiguity and contradictory nature of the national and local policy direc-
tives and contexts, the varied challenges that they had to continually face
in their work, the personal and professional dilemmas and compromises
that are a feature of their experiences as well as self-critical analysis of
aspects of their practice. These chapters do therefore reflect the contradic-
tions and messiness of the real world in which these teachers daily work
and struggle.

Another impressive feature concerns the range and challenging nature of
the questions that are raised, including those that are focused on their own
personal and professional assumptions, values and understandings. These
demonstrate the seriousness of their reflections with regard to identifying
and challenging the varied barriers to learning and participation and estab-
lishing a series of priorities and agendas for future engagement. The
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motivation for this practice is the desire to realise a more effective rela-
tionship between their developing understanding of inclusive ideas and
values and their daily classroom teaching. Part of this learning process, as
their accounts demonstrate, involves disturbing elements of confusion, doubt
and the importance of acknowledging what they cannot do on their own.
The centrality of working towards whole-school/college approaches to 
the pursuit of change is another encouraging message derived from these
accounts.

A further impression derived from the reading of these chapters is the
vivid sense of the passion and commitment that these teachers express
towards their work and especially to the pursuit of change. The time, energy,
emotionality and thoughtfulness involved in their work and their relation-
ships with pupils and colleagues demonstrate the importance of the position
and role of teachers in the implementation of policy. The examples of sensi-
tive observations, interpretations and interventions, the exercise of creative
and imaginative thinking, the process of risk-taking and learning from
mistakes, all testify to the quality and degree of the resolution underpin-
ning their practice. This is being achieved against and from within the
constraints of a highly selective and divisive educational system which
provides the barriers to inclusive relationships and participation for all
learners.

These chapters provide support for confirming that there are no simple
blueprints or slick, quick solutions to the task of inclusive thinking, rela-
tions and practice. They also remind the reader that there is no room for
complacency in the pursuit of understanding, and implementing, the contri-
bution education can make to maximising the participation of all learners
and the removal of discriminatory and exclusionary assumptions and prac-
tices. They also point to the importance of exploring and understanding
these factors within particular contexts.

A final aspect of the book concerns the ways in which the contributors
have drawn on some principles from action research, to explore a range of
fascinating and professionally relevant topics in order to develop a more
critically informed understanding that is connected with the pursuit of
change. The topics of research include: pupils at risk of exclusion; the part-
nership between colleagues in special and mainstream education; the position
and experiences of learning support staff, research through collaboration
with a disabled individual, the position of a learning support unit; the
voices and experiences of students who experience exclusion as a result of
attitudes and practices relating to cultural and linguistic difference; insider
perceptions of four disabled teenagers and the issue of gay students and
inclusive education.

The teachers have approached their projects as part of an interpretative
activity that attempts to make particular aspects of decision making in rela-
tion to the planning, development of research question(s), the process of
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the project and outcomes, transparent. Thus research is viewed as a learning
process with issues of accountability and ethics being an important feature
of this form of investigation. The conception of research is complex and
dynamic, involving recognition of the realities of uncertainty and lack of
predictability within the research practice. The researcher is involved in
negotiating and consulting over the meaning and practice of such key factors
as ‘planning’, ‘implementation’ and ‘dissemination’. This form of practice
entails engaging with contradictory and controversial issues in which unex-
pected questions emerge, or, more appropriately, are thrown up. Central to
quality research of this nature is the art of listening to unfamiliar voices
or of listening to familiar ones in new ways. This raises the possibility of
questioning the inappropriate use of specific categories as reflecting the real
abilities of the participants. In seeking to contribute to the development
of inclusive policies and practices the research process entails a strong
emphasis on collaborative power and effort and the centrality of respect and
trust in the establishment of collegial relationships.

Thinking about the chapters as a whole has enabled me to identify some
important impressions. These have been overwhelmingly positive. This is
not to say I have no disagreements about particular interpretations or ideas
that are offered in specific papers. Nor am I implying that there is no differ-
ence between some of the papers in terms of levels of detail and analysis.
What is clear to me is that I have benefited from thinking about the chap-
ters as a whole. They have provided me with questions, insights and examples
that I need to think more about and in different ways.

Producing an edited collection of papers is not as easy as some people
may assume. This is especially true of this collection in that most contrib-
utors are writing for publication for the first time. I am grateful that the
editors saw the project through to completion and it has now become a
published work. Thanks also to the teachers. I am confident that I will not
be the only one who has found reading the chapters to be an informative
and thought-provoking experience.

Len Barton
Professor of Inclusive Education

Institute of Education
University of London
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Action research
Developing inclusive practice and
transforming cultures

Felicity Armstrong and Michele Moore

In this chapter we explore the nature of practitioner research in relation to
issues of exclusion and inclusion in education. We look briefly at ‘classic’
approaches to action research and then reflect on how these may be adapted,
stretched, re-formed and used by practitioners to develop research projects
which explicitly seek to advance an agenda for inclusion through the 
research process itself, as well as by bringing about changes to institutional
cultures and practices. We provide some possible guidelines for approaching
action research that can be used by practitioners and their co-researchers,
or which can be simply explored as a means of raising questions or for
understanding contexts and situations from a number of different perspec-
tives. We have found in our own work that a multitude of controversies,
confusions and contradictions are uncovered during the research process
which touch on issues relating to inclusion and exclusion, so that whereas
‘action research’ is a central theme throughout our work, and embedded in
the projects described in this book, we have a shared feeling that we are
mapping the power of ‘research action’ as we struggle with the parameters
of action research as classically defined. Suggestions we make are built out
of our own assorted research experience, or borrowed from those of other
researchers and practitioners, and are not intended as ‘rules’ which must be
rigidly followed. ‘Models’ can quickly become straitjackets if they are not
seen as subject to constant renegotiation and interpretation. The contribu-
tions in this book reflect these tensions and should not, therefore, be seen
as prescriptive or examples of ‘ideal practice’, but they may be useful as a
starting point for reflection and further research. A major purpose of the
book is to encourage practitioners in bringing about change in their own
work contexts through research action which, of necessity, will be idio-
syncratic and characterised by internal variability, but which will begin 
to develop credible approaches and resources for inspiring and initiating
change. The chapters which make up this book are examples of the breadth
of issues which can be explored through practitioner research, and high-
light some of the unexpected issues and outcomes which may emerge in
the research process.
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Action research, in the context of this chapter and the other contribu-
tions in the book, is used as a general term to describe processes of planning,
transformation and evaluation which draw on insider practitioner enquiry
and reflection and which focus on reducing inequalities and exclusion in
education. We are particularly interested in the possibilities which may be
opened up for bringing about change in local contexts by those who are
closely connected with them. We see action research – or ‘research action’
– as, potentially, an approach in which a transfer of power takes place from
those who, in the context of the relationship between research departments,
government agencies and schools, have traditionally carried out research to
those who have historically been on the receiving end of change planned
and imposed by outside agencies. As we move through the chapter we look
at questions relating to voice and empowerment and suggest some possible
relationships between these and democratic research action.

The term ‘action research’ refers to the cyclical nature of collaborative
planning, carrying out the evaluation of a particular intervention which has
an identifiable focus and purpose, but which does not predetermine
outcomes, or discard those that are unexpected. At the same time we recog-
nise the complexity of social settings such as schools and colleges, and the
artificial nature of identifying a ‘focus’ as if it were possible to delineate a
bounded area of social life without taking into account the dynamic and
reciprocal relationships between contexts. When we refer to a research focus
we understand that this is a social construction and one that is likely to
be disturbed and challenged in the research process. Action research gener-
ates knowledge, as well as being concerned with bringing about change,
through processes of observation, reflection and critical engagement with
ideas and practices. A project which does not appear to have been ‘successful’
in terms of achieving its original purposes may be highly productive in
terms of raising fresh issues and challenging previous assumptions and theo-
ries. We do not separate what might be regarded as ‘instrumental’ agendas
of action research from the production of knowledge.

We use the term ‘research action’ to include all research-based activity
which engages with the day-to-day life of institutions with the purpose of
bringing about change. At times, we use this term and ‘action research’
almost interchangeably.

Practitioner research and the political economy
of knowledge production

In recent years there has been a drive from government and some university
departments to ensure that research in education is linked with the imple-
mentation of government policy, particularly as part of a wider agenda con-
cerned with ‘school improvement’ and ‘raising standards’. This concern has led
to a number of government initiatives through the different branches of the
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Department for Education and Skills (DFES), such as the DfES Best Practice
Research Scholarship scheme in which teachers receive funding to carry out a
piece of research, supported by a ‘mentor’, designed to improve practice and
raise levels of attainment. The General Teaching Council for England (GTC)
is committed to transforming teaching into an ‘evidenced-based profession’ in
which teachers are identified as playing a key role in ‘shaping the development
of professional policy and practice to maintain and set professional standards’
(GTC Web site, 2003), and aims to support a closer relationship between
research and practitioners. The Centre for Using Research and Evidence 
in Education (CUREE) is a body contracted by the DfES to ‘identify research
and quality assure it with particular consumers in mind’ and ‘Each topic is 
presented and structured according to a series of questions that the GTC 
has designed to bring out the message for teachers and teaching.’ The DfES
held its first annual research conference in 2001 during which practitioners
presented their research, and the Teacher Training Agency (TTA) has organ-
ised a number of initiatives such as school-based research consortia and
national conferences. In order to ensure that government messages concerning
policy and ‘good practice’ reach all teachers, the DfES launched Teachers’
Magazine in 1999, 230,000 copies of which are sent direct to teachers’ homes.

The relationship between research and practitioners as conceptualised by
the DfES is clearly related to ‘the political economy of knowledge produc-
tion’ (Noffke, 2002) in support of government policies and values. Research
carried out by teachers, linked with government initiatives of the kinds
described above, is harnessed to particular government agendas such as
‘raising attainment’ and, in this sense, practitioners’ research is ‘politicised’.
This does not mean, of course, that individual teachers who become involved
in government-sponsored practitioner research become passive instruments
of government policy. Some of the contributions in this book are based on
initial work carried out as part of DfES Best Practice Research projects,
which have been used as starting points for innovative research and which
explore quite different agendas from those concerned with narrow inter-
pretations of ‘raising attainment’. Focusing on inclusion issues inevitably
transforms the nature of the debate.

Action research may also be highly politicised in a very different way as
a form of contestation or resistance in which, through the process of explo-
ration and discovery, old issues are reconfigured and unexpected questions
emerge. This disturbance, this movement, which is generated through the
research process involving new collaborations and the creation of arenas in
which democratic debate takes place, may be profoundly challenging to the
status quo. Practitioner researchers may meet with passivity, non-compliance
or hostility on the part of other teachers or senior management. In our
experience, projects which are based on a premise of consultation and partic-
ipation can facilitate new conditions for research in which platforms for
resistance are established.
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At the micro-level, Noffke (2002) explains two contrasting purposes of
action research in terms of the ‘expected outcomes of the research process’,

To some working in action research, its goal has been represented as lying
primarily within the areas of personal/and or professional development. Action
research, in this way, is valued less for its role in the production of know-
ledge about curriculum, pedagogy, and the social contexts of schools, and
more for its ability to help teachers ‘grow’ in their self-awareness in terms
of their professional skills and dispositions. This is clearly an important
‘potential’. Yet . . . a sole emphasis in this area not only misses import-
ant aspects to the work of education, it can provide an avenue for the 
‘social engineering’ of particular attitudes and dispositions among teachers to
the exclusion of others, primarily the focus on technical questions of
‘delivery’ to the exclusion of questions of curriculum and social justice.

(Noffke, 2002, p. 20, our italics)

The work underpinning the different chapters in this book is very much
concerned with exploring possibilities at different levels and these include
transforming our own research practice as part of a wider agenda for
advancing social justice, as well as bringing about transformation at insti-
tutional, attitudinal and practice-based levels.

Action research and democracy

Action research has been used as a means of imposing policy change and of
implementing policy (sometimes no more than a ‘gentler’ version of imposing
change). In contrast, it has also been interpreted as an approach to research
which challenges top-down policy making and hegemonically imposed values,
and it can be used as a powerful mechanism for transforming school cultures
and empowering schools, teachers and pupils. In this sense, action research
may provide an arena in which struggles take place over values, meanings
and practice. It is potentially powerful both as a technical instrument for
introducing, monitoring and evaluating change involving small or large
institutions and groups of people, and as a vehicle for social and cultural
transformation in which principles, practices and values are examined, and
discussion, negotiation and reflection go on all the time.

In talking about ‘action research’ we do not have in mind a set of instruc-
tions or technical requirements; rather, we refer to a fluid approach, involving
an exploration of values and practices in which the focal participants are
the main agents for changing the environments in which they are situated
and consultation and collaboration are key element in the research design
and process.

Consultation may be extended to all members of an actual or prospective
research community, in particular children and young people, including
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those who are differently articulate, as well as teachers, parents, policy makers
and other key stakeholders. We are advocating the kind of approach to
research which aims not to do things to people, but to build a shared and
democratic approach to transformation involving everyone. We feel strongly
that the agenda for positive social change should not be confined to the
researcher’s own preoccupations, but must be looked for in the starting points
and aspirations of those for whom the research is primarily concerned by 
listening to their voices. But already we are running into difficulties, because
what primarily distinguishes principles of inclusion from, for example, ‘inte-
gration’, is that all members of the community are concerned and implicated
by all exclusions and by every step taken towards greater inclusion. By iden-
tifying and naming a particular group as ‘vulnerable’ or ‘at risk of exclusion’
we may, implicitly, be contributing to the construction of an identity of ‘the
excluded other’. We are acutely aware of this difficulty, and have tried to
overcome it by resisting the use of labels and by making connections between
the many levels of exclusion which take place in education. This is reflected
in the diversity of material in the chapters of this book, although we cannot
claim to have eliminated all forms of marginalising discourses in our own
practice either as researchers or editors.

In the process of editing the book we have become sensitive to the
apparent ease with which it is possible to adopt uncritically terminology
used in familiar contexts, and even contribute to the invention of new exclu-
sionary labels and stereotypes ourselves. We have had many discussions
about this with different contributors, particularly in relation to the use of
labels and categories which are embedded in their daily work contexts and
practices. This is an important issue because the language used to discuss
and write about research is, we believe, an integral part of the research
process itself in which values and identity-making practices, and processes
of marginalisation and exclusion, are potentially as real, as powerful and as
pervasive as they are in the daily interactions that take place in schools,
colleges and policy-making arenas.

In the context of participatory action research, based on emancipatory
principles, all those who are implicated in change would participate in 
identifying and planning that change, and monitoring and evaluating it,
planning the next stage, and so on. However, in the context of education,
this presupposes a very high level of democracy in settings in which students’
voices are clearly audible and valued. We have found that this presents real
challenges in terms of attempting to adopt democratic practices in unde-
mocratic environments (and these include our own habits and patterns of
thinking and behaving). For this reason, we see our work, and the projects
discussed in the different chapters of this book, as just a beginning in terms
of challenging exclusionary systems, values and practices. The difficulties
we have encountered, in terms of bringing about change and in involving
people who are more usually positioned as recipients of policy changes, have
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led to a critical engagement with deeply rooted assumptions and ideas
(Armstrong, 2003; Goodley and Moore, 2000, 2002). This process has been
akin to what Freire (1973), writing of social change, has described in the
following terms:

a society beginning to move from one epoch to another requires the
development of an especially flexible, critical spirit. Lacking such a
spirit, men [and women] cannot perceive the marked contradictions which
occur in society as emerging values in search of affirmation and fulfil-
ment clash with earlier values seeking self-preservation.

(Freire, 1973, p. 7)

Attempts to develop inclusive education through practitioner research,
in a period in which education has become profoundly commodified and
competitive, and processes of selection have become intensified, inevitably
lead to conflict between different sets of values and goals. But it is at the
points of confrontation that new perspectives on existing arrangements 
and taken-for-granted cultures and practices emerge, and new questions are
raised. In this sense, critical research action on the part of practitioners is
powerful in generating ideas and fresh theoretical perspectives.

In the following sections we provide some possible starting points for
those of you who are embarking on action research in your own schools or
other work contexts. Again, we want to stress that these are ‘suggestions’,
and open to interpretation, negotiation and rejection in favour of approaches
which you find more useful to the particular issues you are facing. We
comment on some of the adaptations we have made to the classic action
research approach to show how inclusivity and empowerment can be
maximised within research practice as well as through research outcomes.

Changing practice through action research:
starting out

There are a number of tasks which face practitioner researchers as they set
out to develop greater understanding of the range of conditions, principles
and practices which are involved in bringing about change in support of
developing inclusive education. Broadly speaking, initial preparatory work
may typically include:

• Reading some of the key literature in the area, including policy 
documents relating to policy making at national, LEA and school level
which relate to, or have an impact on, equality issues in education 
and developing a critical approach to reading. At this stage it will be
helpful and stimulating to search out kinds of writing and documents
which, perhaps, go against the main stream of thinking, or suggest
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radical alternatives to normative positions. The Index for Inclusion (Booth
et al., 2002) is one such document in that it suggests a radical whole-
school and community approach for transforming schools.

• Beginning to use a research notebook, or ‘diary’ from the outset, in
which you write down ideas, quotations, questions and observations.

• Broadening your understanding and, with others, raising critical ques-
tions concerning pedagogy and curriculum and school or college culture
through an exploration of different teaching and learning contexts.

• Developing an understanding of the principles and practices of practi-
tioner research as a means of exploring the culture and values under-
pinning your own institutions as they translate into practice.

• Building relationships with others and creating arenas in which issues
and projects can be discussed (or bringing these issues and projects to
existing arenas).

• Beginning to identify an area of particular concern and interest for your
research focus.

• Constantly reflecting on the issues raised through these activities in the
light of principles of equality and rights.

The initial challenge is to draw together and translate these activities
into a focused, manageable piece of research which increases understanding
about the barriers to inclusion and challenges exclusionary practices, and
in which collaboration with others is possible. Indeed, we would be misrep-
resenting the role of researchers if we suggested that they should work
through these challenges alone. Practitioner-researchers belong to commu-
nities whose members have much to offer in terms of providing support,
collaboration, information and a range of different perspectives on familiar
and unfamiliar issues. Others, such as students, support workers, colleagues
and managers are inevitably drawn into the research experience and all have
expert knowledge to contribute. Understanding how these others are posi-
tioned in relation to proposed research can help to shape the enquiry and
dramatically influence the relevance and power of any project. For this reason
we have changed our own perspectives on the importance of collaboration
with others as part of creating inclusive practices through the research
process itself. We now position consultation as the critical starting point.
If possible, we want our research to be perceived as valuable, relevant and
useful by those on the receiving end of, or affected by, research outcomes,
and we want our concerns and purposes to be ones they prioritise themselves.

An important early stage in an action research project is the setting up
of a small group which will work with you on all stages of the project –
this might include another teacher, a teaching assistant, a group of children,
groups who experience exclusion or discrimination or who want to explore
these issues in the wider context of their school or college. Inevitably, in
many cases there will be a lead researcher or co-ordinator.
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Tasks which face you and the group include:

• Discussing and negotiating necessary permissions to carry out your
project.

• Identifying possible constraints or opportunities which may present
themselves in the course of carrying out your research.

• Designing your methodology. How are you going to carry out your
project? How will you monitor it and evaluate it?

• Thinking in advance about the analytical tools to be used to try and
make sense of the research process and outcomes.

• Drawing up a timetable.
• Planning a dissemination strategy – which can be built in to the research

process – in order to maximise the impact of the work.

All these activities become easier to follow through if consultation is
optimised. For example, uncertainty about the focus of the work can be
addressed through discussion with key stakeholders; tensions around access
to research participants can be reduced if gatekeepers have a meaningful
say in what you are going to do. The chances of the analysis being seen as
‘wrong’ or of your final report being dismissed as ‘irrelevant’ are greatly
reduced if those implicated in, or affected by, the work are kept in the
consultation loop. It would be misleading, however, to imply the process
of consultation invariably runs smoothly. That it does not has been plainly
documented in our writing elsewhere (Moore et al., 1998, Moore and Dunn,
1999). But research which is not based on a premise of consultation has
frequently been described as ‘a waste of time’ (Oliver, 1992, 1997). Thus
we know ourselves to be researching in a theoretical, methodological and
practical framework of struggle in which consultation and collaboration are
pivotal but not unproblematic.

During the course of any research activity, it is helpful to keep grappling
with questions such as ‘Why am I doing this project rather than something
else?’ ‘In whose interests is this project?’ ‘What connection has it with
developing inclusive cultures and practices?’ ‘Is it actually possible to plan,
carry out and evaluate this project in the time available?’ ‘Am I consulting
others involved as far as I reasonably can?’ ‘How does this work fit in to
the overall policy, culture and existing practices of the school or local educa-
tion authority (where appropriate) or other focal institution or agency?’
‘Does it actually challenge existing practices which shore up exclusions and
if so, what are the implications?’

As suggested above, a practice that will be helpful as well as challenging
at times will be keeping a record of reflections and processes in the form
of a diary or journal. ‘What difference is the research making?’ is a ques-
tion to which you should constantly return – throughout the research process
as well as when considering its eventual uses.
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Theories and beliefs

One purpose of practitioner research is to support the generation of theory,
in the sense that the processes and changes which emerge through your
project may have an impact on the way you – and others – understand
other theories, ideas, beliefs and practices. As soon as you have decided the
focus of your enquiry you have begun to identify your theoretical interest.
The question of what you will end up researching, like that of why you
are doing your research, throws the matter of objectivity versus subjectivity
into sharp relief and exposes a large part of the methodological struggle
which researchers in all kinds of social justice research face. The answers
to these questions reveal that even before you start you have a partisan posi-
tion. We can draw on some of our own ongoing projects to illustrate this
point. For example, we are interested in finding out about young people’s
experiences of permanent exclusion because we feel this will help elucidate strate-
gies for keeping these students in the same settings as their peers; we are interested
in evaluating parent partnership projects because we would like to push local
authorities to improve their support of families whose children have impairments; we
are using research evaluation as a tool to develop good practice guidance
on accessible play space because we want disabled children to have the same oppor-
tunities of the social experience of play as their non-disabled siblings and peers; we
are researching the literal and symbolic use of space in the schools and
communities so that we can understand more about the different means and levels
through which exclusions take place so that these can be challenged. Our work
seeks to optimise the relationship between research practice, an agenda for
inclusion and the everyday contexts in which inclusions and exclusions 
are played out. It is fundamentally antithetical to the possibility of objec-
tivity in respect of this commitment. We have many vested interests, and
that is why we place emphasis on consultation with insiders to inform and
check the elaboration of our theoretical discourses and to offer alternative
perspectives and guidance.

The traditional tendency in research is to try to ignore or minimise the
influence of insider perspectives and to establish distance between a
researcher’s own commitments and the context in which research is carried
out. But for practitioner-researchers this expectation poses problems in a
number of respects. First, in the context of researching for inclusive educa-
tion, practitioner-researchers are often trying to make sense of their own
practices and work contexts as well as interpreting cultures and practices
that are far from their own. Second, experienced practitioners who are willing
to reconceptualise their own working practices through the medium of
research will have formulated questions out of a deep and intimate interest
in the situation they are proposing to study. Practitioner-researchers are 
not independent surveyors with no preconceived ideas, rather they are well
informed with ideas forged through day-to-day close-up observation of
complex social practices and competing pressures. They have suspicions and
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hunches about research issues that, we argue, should not be minimised or
left out of the picture. Critics will always be able to dispute whether you
have presented the ‘real picture’, but arguably this position is based on a
false premise that there is one objective account, only one ‘reality’, possible.
Practitioner research which seeks to reduce inequalities can be partial, it
can be disturbing and messy, it can raise more questions than it answers,
it is always contingent, provisional and ideological, and it is based on
commitment to changing power relations in order to advance an agenda
for inclusion. It is – as far as possible – informed by the perspectives of
those who experience marginalisation and oppression, and those who are
working in contexts in which they themselves are closely linked with issues
and practices relating to inclusion and exclusion.

Whether the accounts presented can be regarded as ‘reliable’ or ‘valid’
depends on beliefs about objectivity. Our belief is that all research is polit-
ical in the sense that it is always concerned with, or undertaken to further,
someone’s interests; it is never value-free. But by fixing the origins of the
research firmly to a premise of consultation and collaboration with those
for whom the research is most closely concerned we can move some consid-
erable way to reducing the risk that the research will be exploitative, well
intentioned but wrong-footed or even injurious. Good research planning
involves recognising the sources of bias which surround the way you are
going to formulate your study and facing up to many complex questions
about the meaning of a neutral or, conversely, biased, stance as part of the
struggle for change through action research. We are advocating a position
which accepts that there are different ways of viewing the world and that
the conclusions you arrive at will be very much the product of multiple,
negotiated realities. However, although we would argue that values and
social practices can ‘only be understood within the framework of particular
spaces and their cultures at particular times’ (Armstrong, 2003, p. 114) we
would totally eschew an entirely relativist position in which all positions
are considered equally acceptable.

Ways of researching

Useful questions to keep coming back to during the research process include:
what do you notice about what you are interested in noticing? Should 
you rethink what you think the research is about? How can you monitor
the perceived value of your work? There is a sense of endless reflexivity 
and the aim is not to go endlessly on and on, but to try to make explicit
as much as possible about the parameters within which you are framing
your interpretations and subsequent arguments. Clearly articulating the
boundaries and limitations of a project helps to define it. Researchers who
acknowledge their own starting points are less likely to overstate their
claims and recommendations.
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It is important to recognise that you may not achieve what you set out
to do in your project, but the process of trying and even, perhaps, failing
to carry out research can yield as many insights into issues relating to the
possibilities and barriers relating to inclusion as a project which appears to
bring about a desired change directly. There may also be unexpected
outcomes of your action research, which should be noted and considered.
In this sense, the project will enable you to ‘theorise’ about your own prac-
tice and work context in a number of ways. Again, your research diary is
a good place to try out and develop insights and theories which you will
be able to discuss in relation to the work of others, based on your reading.
A critical friend is a great asset to any researcher, but do record your ongoing
dialogue for future reference.

Those ‘working in the field’ sometimes experience frustration and feel-
ings of disconnectedness when they read academic books and articles which
appear to impose (‘from above’ as it were) particular rules and jargon relating
to research. As Dodds and Hart (2001) write, about their own experience,

We had both observed that the more mainstream traditional research
approaches do not always suit the needs and available resources of prac-
titioner researchers.

The message that some practitioners seemed to receive was that the
expertise required for research is qualitatively different from the exper-
tise acquired through practical experience of teaching. When carrying
out their own enquiries, some would set aside their own sophisticated,
analytical and interpretative expertise, only to find themselves less able
to think so effectively through the unfamiliar medium of ‘research
methods’.

(Dodds and Hart, 2001, p. 7)

As we have started to say, action research, in contrast to other more
traditional research methodologies, actually relies on the ‘analytical and inter-
pretative’ expertise of the teacher-researcher in terms of research design,
implementation and evaluation. However, this is not to suggest some 
kind of binary opposition between action research and other research
approaches. Action research can draw on a range of methodologies and
research tools and may be used in many contexts by all kinds of researchers
working together. Neither should it be seen as being concerned entirely
with practice and the instrumental pursuit of change; on the contrary, it
can be a powerful mechanism through which theories are challenged and
developed. It provides a useful framework through which you can maximise
the impact of research and theoretical development on practice and in the
lives of people who are routinely marginalised and in the lives of those 
who are seen as not in need of any particular affirmative attention. Inclusive
education is not about identifying an ‘excluded group’ and fixing their
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situation so that they are, in appearance at least, less excluded. Ultimately
it is about transforming cultures and practices as they involve, and affect,
all members of a community. That is the goal, and that is why the Index
for Inclusion (Booth et al., 2002) is potentially such a powerful tool, in
that it explains the need for very fundamental and wide reaching change,
involving everybody.

Action research can take many different forms but there are a number
of features that distinguish it from other kinds of research. Not all these
features will necessarily be present in every action research project. Richard
Winter (1996) suggests the following as distinguishing characteristics as
‘central to the action research process’

• Reflexive critique, which is the process of becoming aware of our own
perceptual biases,

• Dialectic critique, which is a way of understanding the relationship
between the various aspects in our own work context,

• Collaboration, which is intended to mean that everyone’s view is taken
as a contribution to understanding the situation,

• Risking disturbance, which is an understanding of our own taken-for-
granted processes and willingness to submit them to critique,

• Creating plural structures, which involves developing various accounts and
critiques, rather than a single authoritative interpretation,

• Theory and practice internalised, which is seeing theory and practice as
two interdependent yet complimentary phases of the change process.

(Winter, in Zuber-Skerritt, 1996, pp. 13–14)

These features clearly imply critically appraising existing structures and
practices and values as they impact on particular areas of work and, in
particular, the focus of your enquiry.

The process of inclusive action research

Action research has often been described as a research spiral, to reflect the
cyclical character of its approach. This has been represented diagrammati-
cally in a number of different ways by numerous researchers (e.g., Elliot,
1981, 1992; Kemmis, 1982; Dicks, 2002). Alternative action research spirals
depict the ‘action – critical reflection – planning’ dynamic in different ways.
Our variation of the action research spiral (Figure 1.1) explicitly seeks to
encourage inclusive processes which advance inclusion through research
design, practice and process, and research outcomes. It should not be taken
as blueprint for your own research design, but may provide an outline of
the kind of structure you wish to develop.

In tracing the different aspects of the research spiral we can see how the
different characteristics relate to each other. We hesitate to refer to ‘stages’
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– although there are some clearly identifiable stages – because this suggests
a sequence of segmented activities rather than a continuous, overlapping
process of reflection, consultation, planning and change.

The headings and ideas in this diagram relate to the discussion and
suggestions already set out in this chapter. You may want to experiment
with this spiral in different ways, so we have appended a ‘blank’ version at
the end of the book, which can be photocopied.

Working with the inclusive action research
agenda

We have begun to explore some principles and practices of action research
in order to suggest a possible framework for your thinking and planning.
However, this ‘framework’ should be elastic and permeable and should not
act as a rigid structure which constrains creative exploration. We are thus
encouraging you to reinterpret it and develop your own research approach,
reflecting the culture, constraints and possibilities presented in your own
work context.

The approach we are promoting sets out to democratise the research
process through recognising the rights of those whom our research is about.
It involves fundamentally valuing the perspective of those who experience
exclusion, either because they are themselves excluded or because they are
witnessing, producing or seeking to challenge exclusion in whatever form
it takes in education – or all these. We are keen that action research in –
and for – inclusive education should bridge the gulf between the academic
world of research on inclusion and the actuality of people’s everyday lives
by emphasising that it is those living and working with, and within, the
structures, values, practices and political states of play which produce or
reduce exclusion in particular settings who best know the questions and
issues with which researchers should be concerned and who will have the
most productive ideas about how the research process can best be managed.
Our overarching intention is to encourage the development of a dynamic
reciprocity between research and applied settings in order to advance the
project of inclusion, through which fresh perspectives and meanings and
creative energy and action can emerge.

We present this discussion of transformative action research, and the
accounts of practitioner research which follow in this book, as offering a
range of ideas about how exclusion can be challenged through consultation
and collaborative action and reflection. You will find the suggestions we
have made for inclusive research practice in this chapter are interpreted in
a number of different ways in the diverse arenas in which the contributors
have set about trying to initiate change.

Some of the research projects presented have not gone as far as others 
in seeking out the views of others, and few – if any – have really managed
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to share control of the research focus, planning, process and evaluation with
a wider group of people who experience exclusion in some form or another.
However, we hope that this discussion, and the experiences and reflections
presented in the different chapters will provide you with ideas and inspi-
ration about how you might begin to set about changing places, changing
practices and changing minds in relation to your own work context.
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Disability and empowerment
Personal integrity in further
education research

Val Thompson

This chapter describes an action research project that developed from consul-
tation with a disabled learner. The project attempted to work to established
principles in joint, participative research action and to examine some diffi-
cult questions that surfaced. These questions, which have to do with personal
and professional relationships, prejudice and power, are discussed because
they shed light on the complexity of maintaining personal integrity in
research which explicitly sets out to contribute to processes of change.

Much has been written already about the dilemmas and difficulties which
researchers encounter when working with principles which embrace notions
of equity, empowerment and emancipation (Beazley et al., 1997; Barton,
1998; Oliver, 1997; Barnes and Mercer, 1997). This chapter aims to link
this debate specifically with issues facing practitioner-researchers within the
field of further education.

The research journey on which the chapter is based began in the large
College of Further Education in which I work. The context of the research
provides an interesting arena for research action, as further education is 
comparatively under-researched and is also a sector which has undergone
enormous change over the last ten years (Mackney, 2003; Harper, 1997).
Significant changes began in the early 1990s when FE colleges were ‘incor-
porated’ and became free from local education authority control through the
Further and Higher Education Act 1992. Local authority control was replaced
by more direct governmental control in the guise of a quango, the Further
Education Funding Council (superseded by the Learning and Skills Council
in 2001). The implications of these changes meant huge growth in student
numbers with an agenda of broadening participation situated uncomfortably
alongside changeable funding regimes and the loss of many full-time staff
across the sector (Mackney, 2003). The research focus of this chapter concerns
ways in which disabled students in further education can gain access to finan-
cial support – a topic which continues to undergo change within the sector.

The topic of financial support is of great importance to those seeking to
widen the inclusion of students in further education as finances can easily
constitute a barrier to participation (Holloway, 2001). However, I found
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conducting research which exposes obstacles disabled students encounter 
in attempting to maximise funding to participate in further education 
was problematic. For this reason the chapter has two distinct strands. First
there is discussion of how the research topic was chosen and reflection 
on apparent personal and institutional implications, and second there is an
interrogation of the research methods used to conduct an enquiry in the
spirit of a participatory action research paradigm.

Since the initial research was undertaken, various modifications have been
made to how financial support for students is funded and administered both
nationally and within the focal college. However, even the most recent and
arguably progressive funding regimes which have since been put in place
require ongoing reflection on the extent to which they remove, or conversely
shore up, barriers to student participation in further education. This chapter
makes a contribution to reflection and the development of further research
in the field.

Making initial contact with a research partner

The research was originally designed to meet two broad objectives. It came
about as part of an assignment I was undertaking as part of a continuing
professional development course. There was a requirement that the project
should develop from negotiation with a client group or individual who was
to be identified by their apparent marginality in an institutional system.
In addition the work was to attempt to bring about positive change in
activities which the client group or participating individual had prioritised.

In meeting the first of these two objectives, the following quotation
became of significance: ‘Enjoy the journey. Getting there isn’t important, 
it’s the journey.’ This quote comes from Eddie Izzard, comic, actor and 
now movie star. At the beginning of my research journey I had no idea how
important he would be to the focal project, or indeed, how central the 
concept of enjoyment might be to the research process. However, Izzard 
and laughter became a significant factor in shaping research relationships and
a necessary factor which cemented the possibilities for research action.

I am not sure why I thought about working with Hannah. I had no profes-
sional reason to have contact with her but we sometimes shared the lift and
she often came close to my office to use an accessible toilet. I noticed Hannah
because she was never on her own; she was often with a man I later found 
out was her partner, or she was with a woman who pushed her wheelchair
(described by Hannah as ‘my good egg personal assistant’), or she was with a
group of children (who I later found out were hers, aged 4, 6, 8 and 10). Often
she was with all of them. I really was unsure how I could approach her to 
discuss the possibility of involving her in research and I took a week to push
myself to make the first contact. Notes from the first meeting referred to my
great nervousness about approaching her as a possible research participant.
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I introduced myself to Hannah one morning while we were both waiting
for the lift. I explained I was a lecturer at college but also a student and would
like to discuss a research proposal with her if she could spare the time. We
agreed to meet in the college Key Skills Centre where she spent a lot of time
as it gave her access to study facilities. As my ultimate goal was to carry out
research which Hannah would direct I did not want to set out the parame-
ters of my own interests too closely. I began by describing some very vague
ideas I had, to do, possibly, with evaluating the college’s Disability
Statement, as an example of the kind of thing we might research together.

I wanted to make sure Hannah understood that her ideas for a research
focus would be equally valid as I hoped we would work together on research
which she saw as useful. From the outset I felt it important to be totally
honest in explaining to Hannah that I needed her help to work on a project
because I was trying to gain a qualification and that involvement would
require her to give time. In due course, the issue of time presented real
research obstacles for us both, not least because Hannah was studying hard
herself as well as managing a home and family. Taking the children to
school and picking them up at specific times, for example, meant there
could be little flexibility when making arrangements, and particular ways
of working were prescribed rather than chosen. The quid pro quo was intended
to lie in the possibility that what we would spend the time on would be
something of real relevance to Hannah. We agreed to meet later that week.
I had just finished reading Lois Keith’s collection of writings by disabled
women, Mustn’t Grumble (1994), and offered to lend it to Hannah. This
gesture turned out to be a strategic enabler of our research relationship
because the book helped us to establish important common interests.

Later that week I met Hannah at our agreed time and she was busy using
a laptop computer. Her mood was grim, as she was having a great deal of
trouble with the size of the keyboard and the small nipple mouse. She told
me what a strain it was for her to write and how long everything seemed
to take. The idea that our project could involve joint writing seemed unten-
able. I asked Hannah why she hadn’t got her own computer to support her
learning at college with an adapted keyboard or voice-activated software.
She told me that she had tried to get one but her application had been
turned down. And there it was! A real task for a project which would
attempt to bring about change which Hannah herself had identified and
prioritised: a study of the barriers confronting a disabled student seeking
funding through the internal college system.

Evolving a project

We decided we would focus on Hannah’s experience of applying for funding
as a way of examining the college system for distributing monies. We would
research the processes Hannah was actually about to go through: trying to

1111
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
1011
1
2
13
4
5
6
7
8
9
20111
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
30111
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
40111
1
2
3
44111

Disability and empowerment 19



secure funding for a computer. We felt this project would highlight diffi-
culties other students would be likely to encounter and suggest possible
avenues for development and change. By attempting to use the college
system to apply for real funding, participation in the project had a credible
and positive dimension for Hannah; the wider focus on dismantling disabling
barriers meant that it was not a project confined to an individual’s experi-
ence but one which also had wider possibilities for collective development
at its core. We decided that on the basis of what we found out we would
put forward ideas for development to relevant college staff involved in each
stage of Hannah’s funding application process and hoped this feedback
would benefit other students.

It was agreed that all meetings between us would be confidential. Hannah
wanted editorial control over the final written report of the research project
and we agreed to work collaboratively as far as we possibly could. Hannah
did not wish to have meetings between us tape-recorded. She felt very much
as I did, that this would make them stilted, artificial and hamper the free
flow of discussion, ideas and thoughts. Instead we followed the practice of
Glaser (1998), avoiding tape-recording, and I kept notes of our meetings.
I agreed to share any reporting which might be necessary with Hannah
before information was disclosed to anyone else.

We reaffirmed our understanding that there was no guarantee that the
application for funding would be successful. This was essential, as a funda-
mental concern at the back of the project was that expectations might be
raised which could not be realised. From this time onwards we decided any
meetings would be at Hannah’s home, as time at college for both of us
was very limited. In fact, this seemingly straightforward agreement led 
us into difficult questions about who had overall control of the research
process and became a marker of the extent to which issues of power and
control have to be continually negotiated and returned to, despite starting
out with a heart-felt commitment to ‘working together’.

Funding available to Hannah

At the time of the research, students who faced financial difficulties or
whose access to further or higher education might be jeopardised for financial
reasons could be supported through Access Funds, introduced by the govern-
ment in 1990 and provided to FE institutions through the FEFC until
2001. In real terms each student received on average £132 which could be
used for fees, books and equipment, transport, child care and accommoda-
tion. The national criteria for allocating funds specified that eligible students
had to be over 19 and must normally be resident in the United Kingdom
for a minimum of three years (i.e. a ‘home’ student).

A significant report by Kennedy (1997), underscored later by Fryer (1997)
and Lane (1998), had recognised funding at both institutional and personal
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levels as a serious factor in encouraging and maintaining students’ partici-
pation in further education. At the same time it was being acknowledged
that funding was distributed in an apparently random way and policed by
the decisions and policies of a range of gatekeepers at national, regional
and local levels (Callender and Herbert, 1997). This situation had arisen
because each college was allowed to implement mechanisms additional to
the national criteria for rationing and targeting their funds. This could be
through adding supplementary criteria at the application stage or through
its selection and allocation processes.

Working directly with Hannah turned the findings of the previously
mentioned reports into graphic reality for me as a researching practitioner.
Hannah’s life, and the life of her family, had been fundamentally changed
by her becoming a student, and the additional costs which this had gener-
ated had a significant impact on them all. However, whereas the internal
systems which triggered financial support may have seemed equitable, trans-
parent and uncomplicated to staff, they did not always make sense to student
applicants. To assist students like Hannah, the college published and made
available in a variety of different ways information about the funding proce-
dures in a number of internally produced guides, including The Student
Handbook, The College Charter and A Student Guide for Money to Study.

Different realities: our experiences

Hannah made an appointment to see the college Financial Advice Worker
and claimed funding to pay for examination fees but was given no advice
about any other equipment she could apply for. She said later, ‘I was green,
I had no idea what I could ask for.’ In addition, she found that the process
of submitting claims included having to get signatures from tutors and
providing four pieces of documentary evidence. This proved a daunting
practical task for someone who was not independently mobile.

Working on Hannah’s behalf, I began the process of applying for funding
for a computer for Hannah to have at home. My experience involved eleven
separate activities, including visits to Hannah at home, to staff in college,
gathering signatures for approval and checking that all paperwork was
completed correctly so that time would not be wasted. I did not have to
make appointments to see colleagues from my position as a member of staff
and, unlike Hannah, I could easily dash about from one side of the campus
to another chasing signatures. I had the luxury of not being reliant on
others to provide me with support to aid the process.

Through comparing these experiences, Hannah was able to chart the 
difficulties she faced both in terms of the general problems related to avail-
ability of information and specific obstacles regarding access to staff directly
concerned with the Access Fund application. I was also able to experience
at first hand the practical difficulties likely to confront many disabled
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students seeking financial support and observed at first hand the ways in
which I was able to minimise them because of my position of relative 
power within the institution. Table 2.1 shows the difficulties we separately
identified.

Hannah worked up a list of actions she felt could improve the experi-
ence of other disabled students seeking funding:

• The college should provide a more proactive service so that students
know exactly what they are entitled to apply for.

• College to provide a one-stop service so that students with mobility
difficulties and part-time students do not need to make lots of addi-
tional visits to College.

• Students to be given support in creating an individual data base
answering detailed questions related to personal finance that could be
kept on file if the student so wished.

• Paperwork, such as copy of enrolment form and timetable, to be provided
by college staff.
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Table 2.1 Difficulties experienced in relation to the application process

Hannah’s experience My experience

She had no access to a personal tutor, The criteria used to allocate funding 
as she was a part-time student were not available for outside 

examination
Although there was written The income and expenditure section 
information in college relating to of the application form is complex
student financial support, it was and takes a long time to complete. 
muddled with lots of other Many students would give up
information
Some information seemed The form did not say there was a
contradictory – for example, requirement to provide quotes for 
information related to who could specific equipment over a certain 
apply for Access Funds stated it was cost. This added a number of days 
available to students who were unable to the application process
to start their course because of 
financial hardship and yet students 
could only apply once enrolled on a 
course
Key personnel did not seem The people who had ‘ownership’ of 
committed this piece of college procedure were 

wary about ‘outsiders’ interfering in 
their professional space

The building was large, with many There was no getting away from 
levels, and this inevitably led to a lot having to see lots of people
of physical activity being required 
when trying to see staff



• All staff involved in the process to have a complete knowledge of what
funding and resources are available.

• All staff involved in funding applications to regard such funds as enti-
tlement, not charity, and this to be communicated by their attitude to
applicants.

The action list was discussed with the member of staff responsible for
the application process and staff involved in its administration and formed
the basis of further development and changes in the process.

The key factor Hannah and I had separately exposed as determining a
positive or negative experience of making a funding application was the
influence individual staff had on the application process at any of its stages.
Ongoing staff training seemed to be urgently required. This could be from
the simple level of training secretaries to make appointments which fit in
with students’ time to more complex development such as training to inform
the processes of selection of staff on to relevant committees which deal with
who should get what and how much.

Some internal changes in funding procedures have subsequently come
about through the provision of additional personnel in posts with the purpose
of ensuring ‘pastoral support’ to mature part-time students as well as better
methods of informing students about their financial entitlements as part of
a Guidance Interview. Information is also now available in various formats
such as the Learner Support Guide, which is given out at interview, as well
as via the college intranet and Web site. Some things have not changed.
There is still a heavy obligation on the individual student to provide docu-
mentation required to verify each claim; most of this is necessary for external
audit purposes, but the requirement for students to provide more and more
documentary evidence complicates, rather than simplifies, the pursuit of
funding, particularly for disabled students.

Changes related to the more subtle, interpersonal aspects of the processes
involved in seeking funding are more difficult to manipulate and not easily
measured. Observations Hannah made about the commitment and attitudes
of individual staff were challenging because it was difficult to know how they
could be pinned down to specific suggestions for change. Negative observa-
tions about my colleagues placed me, as a practitioner-researcher, in an invid-
ious position. I was committed to identifying and removing disabling barriers
in my researcher role, whereas my practitioner role bound me in to a code of
professionalism which made it difficult to attach those disabling barriers to
professional policies or the practices of individual colleagues.

Up to now I have focused mainly on the practical side of the project,
which had to do with seeking out funding for the computer and exploring
disabling barriers as they arose. As is now becoming clear, another side of
the work which needs exploring concerns the many dilemmas, personal
struggles and unresolved questions I was personally faced with as a product
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of the research process. I found out early on that I needed to consider the
ethical difficulties of initiating research and making direct contact with
disabled people in a much more intimate way than is required, for example,
of researchers issuing anonymous questionnaires and working with less direct
notions of participation. I constantly examined my meetings with Hannah
to interrogate the notion that research can be in some sense ‘participative’
or ‘emancipatory’. The project seemed to be continually transforming my
understandings of research practice and of disability issues. I had to keep
an open mind on what is meant by ‘action research’, to continually search
for ways of optimising participatory and emancipatory dimensions and try
to match my work to various definitions present in the research literature
– with which it did not very well accord. Having these confusions at the
front of my mind and being prepared to constantly review what I was doing
helped me in trying to legitimise the whole activity.

A lingering doubt concerned the idea that what took place was possibly
not ‘research’ at all. A familiar definition of research by Kerlinger used in
the work of Cohen and Manion is: ‘the systematic, controlled, empirical
and critical investigation of hypothetical propositions about the presumed
relations among natural phenomena’ (Cohen and Manion, 1994, p. 4). But
the project with Hannah was not systematic or controlled and no testable
hypotheses were put forward. The above-mentioned definition of research
did not fit the nature of my enquiry and, as Cohen and Manion later 
state, the words ‘action’ and ‘research’ ‘lie as uneasy bedfellows’ (Cohen and
Manion, 1994, p. 186).

Examining the aims of action research felt a little more comfortable.
Elliot’s view that ‘the fundamental aim of action research is to improve practice
rather than to produce knowledge’ (1991) seemed to lend credence to my way
of working. However, Carr observes that the different meanings attached
to action research produce confusion:

Action research now means different things to different people and, as
a result, the action research movement often appears to be held together
by little more than a common contempt for academic theorising and
a general disenchantment with ‘mainstream’ research. Everybody knows
what action research is against. But the important and still unresolved
question is: what is it for?

(Carr, 1995, p. 102)

This sense of confusion and uncertainty stayed with me throughout the
research process. I was clear that the work undertaken was intended to be
about improving practice, and change was indeed seen to come about as a
result of both internal and external changes in funding arrangements.
Hannah did eventually get a computer as a result of the efforts upon which
the research focused. She obtained all the peripherals, aids and assistance
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needed to help her in her course and I was enriched both personally and
professionally by the experience of working with Hannah and meeting her
family. However, there is an additional concern: how useful is this research
to anyone else? Should research be useful to anyone else?

Vulliamay and Webb discuss these questions and comment that:

A final perceived limitation of teacher research, and one frequently
argued by other educational researchers, is that, whilst such research
might lead to improved practice for isolated teachers, the findings are
not generalisable to other contexts and cannot be used to advance 
theoretical understanding.

(Vulliamay and Webb, 1992, p. 18)

However, Vulliamay and Webb also argue that although generalisations
may be difficult in this type of work, in-depth studies can be useful in that
others can relate such work to their own experiences and through this be
offered ‘alternative ways of understanding and acting in their own situa-
tions’ (Vulliamay and Webb, 1992, p. 18).

This brings me back to my first concern – the question of the nature of
research and whether the project I was involved with constituted research.
I was encouraged by the fact that Ainscow (1998) chose to put the word
‘research’ in parenthesis when discussing action research and highlighted
the important shift involved towards reflection. The idea that research
involves one primarily in ‘reflection’ felt liberating ‘without the constric-
tions associated with traditional research procedures or the predetermined
stages of a cycle of the sort recommended in the action research literature’
(Ainscow, 1998, p. 16).

I also struggled with determining the extent to which participatory and
emancipatory dimensions of research can be integral to action research.
Atweh et al. put forward a model in which action research encompasses
both aspects and much more, saying, ‘Action research is a social process.
Action research is participatory. Action research is collaborative and prac-
tical. Action research is emancipatory. Action research is critical. Action
research is recursive’ (Atweh et al., 1998, pp. 120–1).

The model is part of a description of research done positioning students
as action researchers. It interested me because it was about students as
researchers, and Hannah and I were both students, though very differently
situated in terms of our student status in the college. The most important
aspect of the work described by Atweh et al. (1998) is the relative position
of the participants in the project which involved students, their teachers
and university staff. The writers describe the involvement of students 
in the research process and talk about their ‘selection’. On reading this it
seemed incongruous to me that a project that purported to be about a
collaborative and potentially emancipatory enquiry into relations between
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students, teachers and university staff should have an exclusionary process
of selection of ‘who’s in’ and ‘who’s out’ of the research built in as part of
the research design.

Difficulties to do with the equity of the positions of research participants
cannot be ignored or somehow neutralised. In relation to the work with
Hannah I was aware that, although I was a student, I was also a college
lecturer and in a position of privilege and power, not least of which came
from the luxury of studying while earning. In addition, Hannah is a disabled
person and I am not. Such multiple positions influence the way that circum-
stances and events are reported and there is always a strong possibility, as
Usher et al. point out, that ‘in the name of emancipation, researchers (explic-
itly or implicitly) impose their own meanings on situations rather than
negotiate these meanings with research participants’ (Usher et al., 1997, 
p. 196). This was a constant concern for me which I could neither ignore
nor fully resolve.

The complexity of our research relations inevitably complicated the nature
of the research. Oliver uses a helpful metaphor to clarify the difference
between participatory and emancipatory research:

it seems to me that the former approaches are concerned to allow previ-
ously excluded groups to be included in the game as it is whereas
emancipatory strategies are concerned about both conceptualising and
creating a different game, where no one is excluded in the first place.

(Oliver, 1996, p. 38)

I had asked Hannah to join my game. My position as a member of college
staff gave me the role of team captain. I was financially better resourced
than Hannah and had no first-hand experience of disabling barriers. Indeed,
Oliver refutes that emancipatory research can actually exist, rather that
research should be used as part of an emancipatory process: ‘one cannot
“do” emancipatory research (nor write methodology cookbooks on how to
do it), one can only engage as a researcher with those seeking to emancipate
themselves’ (Oliver, 1997, p. 25).

From the outset I had hoped to hold on to some principles of partici-
pation and emancipation within the project. In reality, Hannah’s inclusion
in the project was directed by me rather than her; like Atweh, I had 
‘selected’ my research subject. More important, whilst her ‘marginality
within an institutional system’ was noticeable I had no right to assume
that she was desirous of ‘emancipation’. Towards the end of the project, a
member of staff who had given Hannah remarkably little information or
support mentioned the possibility of getting a new laptop computer. Hannah
replied that she was ‘into bigger and better things now’, adding, ‘I was so
controlled. I was so proud of myself.’ Perhaps, as Oliver says, it is possible
to get evidence of emancipation only after the event. There was evidence
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that Hannah had grown in confidence as a result of the project work, which
had helped her to tackle disabling barriers, but whether she would agree
this was ‘evidence of emancipation’ or linked with the research in any way
is hard to gauge.

Looking back

When I began the project I set out with very clear objectives and methods,
which I was intending to follow. I was always armed with pen, paper, lists
of things to do and specific questions to ask which seemed to give authen-
ticity to my role. As my relationship with Hannah developed, I found it
increasingly difficult to maintain this ‘professional’ stance. The fact that we
met most often in the familiar surroundings of her home blurred personal
and professional boundaries. Away from college, we found it easy to talk
about lots of things and I found I made ‘slips’ when I shared the criticism
of colleagues and the institution voiced by Hannah (see Smith, 1996).

The project was embedded in the belief that many students are margin-
alised within society and that there is further marginalisation of disabled
students. Added to this is the assumption of oppression caused by financial
inequalities. In conversation with Hannah and her partner, it was clear that
poverty was a more disabling barrier than impairment. At the start of the
project I had some reservations about what I was about to do; worries that
have been confirmed by other writers. For example Ruth asks, ‘Does the
laudable intention of giving a voice to the voiceless legitimate the intru-
sions one might make into the world of the other?’ (Ruth, 1997, p. 10 ).

The longer the project went on, the greater my concern became and the
more apologetic I felt I needed to be to Hannah, and increasingly to her
partner, for the time I was taking up and for my intrusion into their personal
space. Although we had made agreements at the start about what this
commitment might mean, we had no real idea of how long the process
might take or what other directions we would want to follow. The path
we had chosen to follow was certainly not smooth or linear. As Barton had
described, it was ‘disturbing, complicated, contradictory and extremely
demanding in time, thought and emotion’ (Barton, 1998, p. 31).

At the end of the project I wanted to spend time with Hannah to discuss
some of the issues that had emerged from the research process. I wanted
to know how she had felt about the approach I had made in the first place,
whether she shared my worries about raising expectations and what barriers
existed to being a true co-researcher and the way this could have been
managed more effectively.

During this discussion I finally felt I had the confidence to be honest about
my feelings. This is not to say that I had ever been dishonest in any of my
work with Hannah, but at this culminating point I almost felt honesty 
was a form of release from the tensions I had felt throughout the project.
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Sparkes (1994) in describing the three-year relationship developed from
research with one ‘subject’ comments on the possibility of the process giving
the opportunity to ‘gain insights into their own self-development by listen-
ing to the stories of others. That is, the interaction can serve a therapeutic
function for the researcher as well as the subject’ (Sparkes, 1994, p. 172).

In much the same way, the project with Hannah had served a range of
purposes and was multi-faceted, stretching far beyond what had been orig-
inally conceived in terms of coverage.

I confessed the huge sense of responsibility I had felt in relation to the
question of raising unrealistic expectations through the enquiry. Hannah had
no concerns about the project raising expectations. She said her dealings 
with other professionals had taught her no one can give absolute guarantees
that certain things would take place. We joked that even when she had a
cheque in her possession to get her computer, she did not tell anyone else
until the boxes of equipment had been delivered to her house. She was open
and honest in her replies to questions on her experience of taking part.

She said that how different people would react to the approach we had
taken to the project would vary depending on the type of person they were.
She described herself as ‘a trusting person’ and therefore had none of the
nervousness that I felt about working together. She did, however, say her
partner had voiced some reservations and in retrospect we both should have
considered and discussed more fully the impact of what we were under-
taking with him. It is worth bearing in mind that research spills into the
lives of others who may be only tangentially related to the central project
and the opinions and thoughts of significant people closely connected with
core research participants should be seriously considered by others embarking
on research of this type.

We agreed our biggest difficulty was time and the way that our own
personal commitments, both seen and unforeseen, had limited what we were
able to do. This was the main reason why Hannah’s role of co-researcher
had not been developed further. It was a very practical reason, but one
which illustrates Oliver’s view that true emancipation would have been
evidenced only if both of us had initiated the research together at the start
as equals.

So what had Hannah got out of the project, if anything, apart from the
computer? The word ‘therapy’ was used by Hannah, the therapeutic effect
that comes from having time to talk, to be listened to and to laugh. We
had lots of occasions to laugh during our meetings together. She made 
me laugh about the college’s fire evacuation procedures when told from the
perspective of someone who would be left in the building to ‘wait to be
rescued’. She made me laugh in the way she talked disparagingly about
‘the walkers’ in college, people like me. We both laughed at the humour
of Eddie Izzard. Our shared humour led us to keep in touch even after the
project had finished.

1111
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
1011
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
20111
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
30111
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
40111
1
2
3
44111

28 Val Thompson



Confronting professional dilemmas

Some time after the project had been completed it was necessary for me to
discuss relevant outcomes with the key personnel involved in the adminis-
tration of the Learner Support Fund. This was part of my journey to examine
the potential of the project as a means to initiate change. I had moved into
a different job role and now certain individuals, previously encountered only
rarely, were close colleagues whom I met regularly professionally and occa-
sionally socially. I felt great discomfort because they clearly felt criticised
by my construction of Hannah’s experience and felt it unfairly called to
account actions of some staff who no longer worked at the college. There
was also a feeling that many of the difficulties Hannah faced had arisen
because of externally imposed requirements and restrictions stemming from
rules regulating funding that were beyond their control. In fact, the rules
on allocation of financial support to disabled students look set to become
increasingly stringent in future (LSC 2002). I felt tension when discussing
these issues with people I knew worked with great integrity in difficult
circumstances. What I appeared to be confronting them with was the 
criticisms of one individual, Hannah.

The disquiet I felt about this was not anticipated at the start of the
project. It was a difficult situation because in some ways discussing 
the research had turned the focus of the gaze on to Hannah – who could
now be perceived as a critical student. I needed to constantly shift the focus
back on to disabling barriers, and the tensions between social and indi-
vidual models of disability were highly visible in these discussions. It is
important for others who wish to be engaged in action research within their
own workplace to try to anticipate professional dilemmas which will emerge.
It now strikes me that finding a way of including the funding gatekeepers
in the research process, so that they too could explore the situation along-
side Hannah, would have helped to avoid some of the barriers which
dissemination of the work started to generate, and change might have been
more easily brought about as a result.

Final reflections

Researching the experience of a real person like Hannah can be a powerful
method of exposing difficulties that arise because of disabling barriers. On
the other hand, focusing on one person’s experience may narrow the gaze
and induce an ‘individual blaming focus’ unless the person’s experience 
is constantly interpreted and discussed according to the social model of
disability and with due reference to socially created blocks such as discrim-
inatory institutional procedures. Processes can be changed if those in
positions of power can be confronted with research evidence that prompts
new ways of seeing the causes of disability. The research reported here
suggests training based on the social model of disability is imperative in
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the FE sector to genuinely enhance the participation of disabled students.
How disabled people can develop an input into these processes is an
important question which, as I hope this chapter has shown, could be further
opened up through collaborative research action.
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From confusion to collaboration
Can special schools contribute to
developing inclusive practices in
mainstream schools?

Pauline Zelaieta

As a teacher working from within a special school, how can I work more
closely with mainstream colleagues to develop inclusive practices? The very
question itself is problematic, even paradoxical – and is packed with educa-
tional, political and personal tensions and dilemmas. What is inclusion?
How can segregated special schools promote an inclusive educational system?
Do my professional practices of working from within a special school contra-
dict my professional and personal commitment to the ideals and values of
inclusion?

In this chapter I shall draw on a small action research project to explore
some ideas which are sometimes ignored in debates on inclusion and its 
possible meanings and interpretations. There is a multitude of different, and
often contradictory, notions of what constitutes ‘inclusion’, resulting in con-
fusion and uncertainty about how to interpret inclusive values in terms of
our everyday practice. It might seem that this is particularly the case in the
context of special schools which, by their very nature, are ‘excluding’ in that
they are separate from the ordinary education settings which most children
and young people attend. On the other hand, the education system itself has
become increasingly selective and hierarchical and the effects of this are felt
within and between schools, and – more broadly – within communities. My
starting point, then, is that processes of exclusion and inclusion take place in
many ways and at many levels, and that struggles over values and opportu-
nities based on principles of equal participation occur in all kinds of educa-
tional settings, including special schools. It is from this perspective that I
have begun to explore some of the issues which arose out of my research.

The Alliance for Inclusive Education and Disability Equality in Education
views the continuation of segregated special schools as contravening human
rights and states that ‘Real inclusion cannot happen in a special school’
(Mason et al., 2003), highlighting a ‘fundamental misconception’ of what
inclusion is. In complete contrast to this view the New Labour government
sees special schools at ‘the forefront of the wider education agenda’ (DfES,
2003) and emphasises the need to recognise and value their ‘unique contri-
bution’ within an ‘overarching framework of inclusion’.
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Dilemmas regarding the continuation of a dual system of special and
mainstream educational provision, or ‘systematic dualism’ (Swain et al.,
2003), will continue to be hotly debated for the foreseeable future. In my
view, there is an urgent need to minimise the gap between these competing
beliefs and views so that inclusion becomes a shared concept and the cultures,
policies and practices of mainstream schools can be transformed so that they
respond to the interests and social and learning requirements of all learners.

Background to the research project

For the past eleven years I have been a teacher in charge of an Inclusion
Team, working from within ‘Southdown School’, which is designated as 
a school for children identified as having severe, complex and profound
learning difficulties, aged between 2 and 11 years. During this time, enthu-
siastic involvement with a collaborative and supportive role for special
schools and a strong commitment to inclusion and increasing learning oppor-
tunities through a continuum of provision have been at the core of my
working practices. I am a founder member of a group called the Inclusion
Forum which is based in ‘Elmstown’ and consists of professionals from all
sectors of the education service in the city. We are concerned with promoting
inclusive education for all children, including those who experience diffi-
culties in learning in mainstream settings and we provide a network of
support for the practitioners involved.

I began my research as part of a DfES Best Practice Research Scholarship
project and it also relates closely to a piece of practitioner research which
I carried out as part of a Master’s degree in Inclusive Education.

The research

I was concerned with my own role and practice as a leader of an inclusion 
team and was exploring, questioning and reflecting upon certain areas of my
rapidly changing professional world. I wanted to improve the links we had
established with mainstream schools and to change their ‘ad hoc’ nature, which
resulted in patchy and often haphazard approaches to developing inclusive
practices. I needed to identify what it is that makes special education ‘special’
and question the extent of ‘expertise’ that exists within special schools, 
disentangling the practices, values and cultures that characterise their work.
Once I could begin to understand the contentious nature of ‘special’ within
education, I felt I would be better equipped to begin to explore the procedures
and practices which may have a significant impact on students’ experience 
of learning in terms of creating, or removing, barriers to learning and partic-
ipation, and promote greater inclusion. I needed to begin to examine these
tensions and dilemmas prior to any enquiry to establish my own position
within the inclusion process. This involved asking the following questions:
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• What is inclusion?
• What is special about ‘special pedagogy’?
• How can a role for special schools be justified in an inclusive educa-

tional system?

Although government rhetoric promotes inclusive education, successfully
developing these values in day-to-day practice presents difficulties, anxieties
and concerns for the very teachers who are keen to promote inclusion in
their classrooms. The following concerns voiced by some of these main-
stream practitioners involved in my enquiry also helped clarify the initial
focus for my research:

• Anxiety with regard to their lack of ‘expert’ knowledge of issues relating
to ‘special educational needs’ (SEN) in general and in relating these to
the inclusion process.

• Difficulty in providing a curriculum that was developmentally appro-
priate for a wide range of learners.

• Concerns over the formality of lessons and that Literacy and Numeracy
Hours actually acted as barriers to inclusion.

• Confusion around the role of support assistants and teachers working
together to promote independence and to include individuals within
the class as a whole.

The aims

The original aim of my research was to evaluate a partnership between a 
special school and neighbouring mainstream colleagues within the wider
national and local authority context. Through this evaluation I hoped to crit-
ically explore ways in which special schools can change their role and work
more closely with their mainstream colleagues, supporting the development
of educational practices that respond to diversity and encourage the learning
and participation of all learners. The prominence given to this ‘new role’ for
special schools by the government, whereby all special schools ‘must be out-
ward-looking centres of excellence working with their mainstream partners
and other special schools to support the development of inclusion’ (DfES,
2001) led me to question my own practices. I needed to understand what I
was doing through reflection and exploration and to celebrate, reinforce and,
I hoped, improve some aspects of my own working practices.

Initial questions

Initial reflection led me to question how I could significantly engage with
change to make an appreciable difference in my own working environment
and this eventually led to the formulation of specific questions and methods
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of enquiry. My primary focus was to enhance inclusive practices in relation
to teaching and learning in the mainstream classroom for all children,
including those identified as having severe and complex learning difficul-
ties. I hoped that this enquiry would help to change the unstructured nature
of links we had established with mainstream schools and formalise the
process in order to improve our inclusive practices. The initial questions
raised at the conceptualisation of this research were:

• What is the extent of the supposed ‘expertise’ that exists within our
school and to what extent could this expertise contribute to developing
inclusive education?

• What are the procedures, practices, methods, values and cultures that
characterise our work?

• How can we effectively exchange views between ourselves and colleagues
in mainstream so that it is mutually supportive and to the benefit of
all pupils?

Method

This study has involved taking an action research approach to bring 
about changes in my working practices. This involved following a cycle of
planning, action and critical reflection, which then led to similar cycles of
revised planning, action and so on. During this emergent process, the later
cycles were shaping my understanding and interpretation of the develop-
ments made during the earlier cycles as I was continually refining my
methods, data and interpretation through reflection. The research design of
this project adopted a multi-method approach, deploying a combination 
of interconnected empirical approaches, such as personal experience, obser-
vations and interviews, in an attempt to develop a deeper understanding
of inclusive practices and processes through an interpretative and natural-
istic approach. Consultation and collaboration took place with staff from
Southdown School, teachers from partnership schools, members of the
Inclusion Forum and senior members of staff from other special schools
within Elmstown.

Specialist ‘expertise’

To enable me to gather evidence relating to the extent of the specialist
skills and knowledge, commonly referred to as ‘expertise’, that exist in our
special school, I carried out semi-structured interviews with the teachers
working there. The questions concerned teachers’ length of service in both
mainstream and special schools, their initial specialist teacher training and
any additional specific qualifications they might have. The main purpose
of this initial survey was to try and establish whether teachers really did
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possess any clearly discernible ‘expertise’ and if they did, to identify the
extent to which teachers in our school had gained their ‘expertise’ through
formal qualifications and training rather than through straightforward
experience.

Defining ‘special pedagogy’

Before I could examine how special schools can diversify and share specialist
skills and knowledge with mainstream colleagues, there was a need to define
‘specialist skills and knowledge’ in the context of Southdown School. I
carried out a group interview with fifteen teachers at Southdown School
and time was set aside during a weekly staff meeting for this to take place.
I then asked fifteen mainstream teachers what specialist skills and knowledge
they thought existed in a special school and how they could best share this
‘expertise’ with them.

In order to approach the question of assumed expertise from a number
of vantage points, I decided to observe ten Literacy Hour sessions, five in
mainstream schools where a child identified as having complex needs was
present, and five in Southdown School. These were non-participant obser-
vations, using a detailed observation checklist in which all the main features
and activities in the classroom were observed, such as the physical features
of the room, materials used and teacher and pupil interactions within the
classroom.

Link schemes

In an attempt to glean an overall picture of the present position of link
schemes between special and mainstream schools that are under way in
Elmstown, I gathered information from two sources. One source was a focus
group, which was arranged to discuss local link schemes, and the other
source was a Special School Conference, which focused on sharing current
inclusive practices in Elmstown. The focus group consisted of eight members
of the Inclusion Forum, including professionals from mainstream schools,
special schools and support services from within Elmstown. The discussion
focused on present inclusive practices, barriers that were perceived to hinder
further progression and possible ways forward to improve present inclusive
practices.

The Special School Conference consisted of members of senior staff repre-
senting eleven of the fourteen specialist schools in Elmstown and various
LEA advisory staff and the aims of the conference were:

• To share and document current educational and social inclusion and
reintegration practice.

• To agree the principles of an inclusion policy for special schools.
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During the day, each specialist school in Elmstown gave a short presen-
tation describing its practices relating to inclusion and identified certain
difficulties that they had to overcome.

Contrasting visions of inclusion

Prior to evaluating the findings of the research in respect of improving and
formalising mainstream links with Southdown School, it is important to
discuss how the research has affected my critical thinking with regard 
to the initial dilemmas that were discussed earlier in this chapter.

Definition of inclusion

During the research process, it emerged that most of the participants agreed
that inclusion relates to the principles and processes that are involved in
increasing a school’s capacity to respond to pupil diversity and promote
greater participation for all pupils. It is concerned with developing broad
learning strategies to foster inclusion as an alternative to individual provi-
sion based on perceptions of individual ‘special needs’, and is seen as an
ongoing process which focuses on school organisation and culture. Inclusion
relates to a commitment and responsibility to the process of restructuring
schools so that they respond to the diversity of pupils in their locality
(Booth and Ainscow, 1998; Booth et al., 2000; Swain et al., 2003).

Integration on the other hand is viewed as a mechanism in which indi-
vidual pupils are expected to adapt to conditions and practices in ordinary
schools (Armstrong et al., 2000). It is a device concerned with fitting chil-
dren into existing systems and focuses on where pupils are educated rather
than how.

During the study, as organisations defined their ‘vision’ of inclusion, 
conflicting interpretations and priorities began to emerge. For example, the
focus of the inclusion team at Southdown School was on transferring 
specialist skills and knowledge to enable mainstream schools to include all
children in their community. Another special school stated that their prin-
cipal concern was to include their pupils in their families and that teaching
them to live in society post-16, focusing on social and emotional skills, was
central to their inclusive philosophy. Yet another special school maintained
that inclusion for special schools was not about transporting students around
the city, but about maximising the learning potential of all the staff and chil-
dren in the special school itself. In stark contrast, the ‘vision’ of inclusion of
the local authority was framed in terms of reducing the number of exclusions
in the city (as a result of schools’ policies on behaviour or non-attendance 
on the part of pupils) and to increase overall attendance levels.

One could question whether one vision of inclusion was more ‘inclusive’
than another. For example, is a focus on educational inclusion more inclusive
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than a focus on social inclusion? Is an ‘inward-looking’ focus on the cultures,
practices and policies of a special school more or less ‘inclusive’ than an
‘outward-looking’ focus on developing mutually supportive links and part-
nerships with mainstream colleagues? In conclusion, it was accepted that
these different interpretations raised key issues for which there are no fixed
or formulaic right or wrong answers; they simply reflect the different perspec-
tives and priorities of each organisation or community, and how these are
interpretated in terms of a ‘vision of inclusion’. This is not to argue that
one interpretation of inclusion is as good as another, but simply to point
out that principles relating to rights and values are complex, and how they
are understood will vary between contexts. It is important, therefore, to try
to understand and learn from these different points of view and this involves
listening and working collaboratively.

Special pedagogy

Although teachers interviewed during this study agreed that inclusion was
generally about children’s rights, it was the effectiveness of the education
that the children received in the classroom that was their main concern.
Rose (2002) and Lindsay (2003) also make clear distinctions between a
focus on ethics and rights and a focus on efficacy. They maintain that in
order to influence the effectiveness of the education that children receive,
we need to move forward from a single focus on the rights and needs of
disabled people to also include a focus on the practicality of how we can
include all children effectively.

Through detailed classroom observations and interviews with teachers, it
was recognised that in order to provide effective education and respond to
pupil diversity, there would sometimes be a need to implement particular
teaching approaches with specific children at various times. It was also
argued that many children experiencing difficulties in learning were seen
to need some distinct kinds of teaching at certain times, alongside common
teaching approaches at other times. These observations concur with Lewis
and Norwich (2001), who suggest that this ‘continuum’ of teaching
approaches enables us to distinguish between the ‘normal’ adaptations in
class teaching for the majority of pupils and the more specialist adaptations
required for those who experience more severe difficulties in learning. In
conclusion, in order to provide all children with effective educational 
experiences, ‘special pedagogy’ should be viewed as an integral part of the
inclusion process, as some ‘specialist adaptations’ will be needed for some
children for some of the time. It is not clear, however, whether the use of
the term ‘special’ in relation to teaching and learning is useful, in that
many approaches adopted in special schools may well be useful in developing
inclusive practices in mainstream schools, involving all learners.
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Is there a role for special schools within the
inclusion process?

The continued existence of special schools is viewed by many as a major
barrier to inclusive education in which all children will be welcomed in
community schools on an equal basis, regardless of difference. Historically,
special schools and mainstream schools have been placed at conflicting and
opposing ends of a continuum. Positioned at one extremity are the ‘experts’
with their specialist skills and knowledge whose training is seen as ‘highly
advanced, extensive and intensive’ (Dyson, 2001) and as institutions that
have a ‘vast wealth of knowledge, skills and experience which, if harnessed,
unlocked and effectively utilised by mainstream schools, can help ensure
that inclusion is a success’ (DfES, 2003). This is counterbalanced by the
opposing position of those who view segregated schooling as violating chil-
dren’s right to inclusion and those who challenge the legitimacy of special
education and its contribution to ‘the manufacture and maintenance of
segregation’ (Thomas and Loxley, 2001).

If views that are critical of special education are justified, how can special
schools and special educators in particular be instrumental in developing
inclusive practices? As identified at an early stage of this research, despite
a commitment to inclusion, many mainstream teachers are experiencing
anxieties, difficulties and concerns in embedding inclusive values in their
day-to-day practices. The challenge to educate pupils identified as having
complex difficulties in learning may be seen as insurmountable to teachers
who have no experience of responding to these great challenges, but, as
MacKay (2002) contests, ‘theirs is not a hard reaction to overcome if they
are willing to learn from the experience of others’. My research suggested
that special schools in the city are closely linked with the inclusion process
and could be viewed as ‘a valuable source of intellectual capital’ (Attfield
and Williams, 2003), sharing experiences of changing curriculum, organ-
isation and attitudes, helping mainstream staff to gain the ‘confidence and
skills to tackle issues arising in the successful inclusion of individual pupils’
(Attfield and Williams, 2003).

Far from being a barrier to inclusive education, the research found that
the special schools involved welcomed inclusion and were often the insti-
gators of initiatives to promote inclusion, and their commitment to
overcoming exclusionary barriers is illustrated in the following examples.

The Inclusion Forum

The Inclusion Forum was originally founded by eight special school teachers
who were struggling to promote inclusive practices in the context of their
own work contexts. Much was gained from the opportunities presented for
mutual support, networking and dissemination of current practice. Regular
discussions ranging from general philosophical debates around inclusive
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education to practical solutions to specific issues were important features of
our earlier meetings. This proactive forum now has over 100 members on
its mailing list and has joined forces with two other significant inclusion
groups in Elmstown, providing a potentially powerful link between the
local education authority, professionals and parents at grass-roots level. The
goals of the forum include:

• To share the experiences and good practice of including children who
experience difficulties in learning in mainstream settings and to provide
a network of support for the practitioners involved.

• To liaise with the local education authority, other agencies and profes-
sionals to improve opportunities for pupils to be included in their local
mainstream school.

• To develop a coherent strategy for inclusive education across the age
ranges – from nursery to further education.

Although the forum has seen many changes over the years and involves
professionals from all sectors of the education service, special school teachers
remain the driving force at the hub of the organisation. Those involved
have positively welcomed inclusion and played a key role in instigating the
development of inclusive initiatives in Elmstown. Representatives from 
the Inclusion Forum were involved in a task force set up by the local educa-
tion authority concerned with advising on the formation of a strategic 
plan for special education needs in the city. This provided a number of
opportunities for debating issues relating to exclusion and inclusion.

Fluidity between special and mainstream

During my research I found evidence of a commitment to inclusive education
on the part of some special schools in the way that they were ‘desegre-
gating’ some of their pupils through their gradual transfer into mainstream
settings. For example, one child from Southdown School increased her time
in mainstream from one to two sessions a week, which was then increased
to being dually placed, meaning she attended her local mainstream school
for three days a week and Southdown School for two days a week. This
reached a successful conclusion whereby she was soon attending her local
mainstream school full-time. Another child was dually placed with his 
local mainstream school and Southdown, and this also resulted in his full-
time attendance at the mainstream school.

Through experience, we have found that this gradual approach to tran-
sition, coupled with continual support for the mainstream school, not only
helps pupils to adjust to the mainstream setting, but also helps to break
down fears and anxieties experienced by the mainstream staff, both of which
are essential components to the success of such placements. When support
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for mainstream schools is not forthcoming, there is a danger, particularly
for pupils who experience complex difficulties in learning, of ‘inappropriate
mainstreaming’ (MacKay, 2002), which does not meet the social or educa-
tional needs of the individual or those of their classmates. For example, one
pupil attending mainstream school full-time was finding the day-to-day
pressures of school life extremely difficult and was telling us this through
his behaviour. The teachers at the school were also facing very difficult chal-
lenges in including him within the structured daily class and school routines.
Transferring him part-time to a special school helped to ease the imme-
diate pressure on the pupil as well as the school. This resulted in the 
pupil regaining much of his confidence and gave the staff the opportunity
of much needed support from the special school. At present, the pupil may
spend less time in his mainstream school, but if this school develops in
terms of transforming its culture and practices so that differences are cele-
brated and all pupils are welcomed and provided for on a basis of equality,
the situation will change. The arrangement remains flexible and the balance
of time spent at each school is kept under constant review, especially by
means of ‘listening’ to the perspective of the pupil. This example high-
lights the real and urgent need for mainstream schools to change, so that
pupils such as the one just referred to are not excluded from their local
school and are not required to attend two different schools, unlike the rest
of the population.

These examples suggest that special education can play a key role in 
the inclusion process and is, at present, an essential component of the
evolving continuum of inclusive provision. Special schools need to concen-
trate on practical ways in which they contribute to moving the inclusion
process forward, rather than taking up a defensive position. Although at
present there is a role for some special schools, it will ultimately change
and disappear completely as mainstream schools transform themselves into
communities for all learners.

Evaluating the findings

The need for support and professional development for mainstream schools
to further their inclusive practices has been recognised for a number of years.
My research suggests that there must also be opportunities for staff from 
both schools to work collaboratively, including shared professional develop-
ment opportunities for curriculum planning and teaching. There should also
be opportunities for teachers and support staff to teach and support both
mainstream children and children who have additional learning needs, which,
in turn, will help to overturn the predisposition to focus solely on the assumed
‘expertise’ of special educationalists. As this research identified, both special
and mainstream teachers have aspects of ‘expertise’ with regard to recognis-
ing in their practice the commonality and uniqueness of all learners, which,
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if used in collaboration, would increase the quality and flexibility of teach-
ing approaches and further extend participation in learning on democratic
principles.

Link schemes

Although the role of link schemes in aiding the inclusion process has often
met with scepticism, this study suggests that the setting up of link schemes
can play an important role in the development of inclusion. I found that,
in general, the mainstream education system is not yet ready or, possibly,
even prepared to adjust its practices sufficiently to meet the needs of those
who experience the most complex and challenging difficulties. Pupils may
be physically present in classrooms, but they will be included only if they
are able to participate and take an active part in group and class activities.
One teacher told us:

With no previous experience of teaching children with profound and
multiple learning difficulties, I found including Jane in class activities
extremely difficult. Southdown Inclusion Team helped me to identify
appropriate learning objectives for Jane, which enabled me to respond
to her individual needs and learning styles, which in turn ensured that
she could access and be included in group activities.

(Teacher 1)

While this kind of collaboration is crucial, it does not in itself ensure
that cultural change is taking place in terms of the ethos and practices of
the school. Without transformational change at all levels, Jane will not be
a full, equal member of the school community. However, the kind of collab-
orative working described above, and the overcoming of perceived barriers
and difficulties on the level of teaching and learning, can play a key role
in changing minds and practices.

Barriers to link schemes

Although most special schools contributing to the research project reported
positively on the development of their various inclusive practices, a very
large proportion reported that they wished to do more but were restricted
by financial constraints. One school reported, ‘We are frustrated at not being
able to develop this work further and it leaves us feeling undervalued.
Inclusion work is one of the most beneficial things we do’ (Teacher 2).
Another school stated that:

Inclusion cannot be done on the cheap. Inclusive initiatives need a
proper activity-led funding formula which applies to all special schools
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otherwise we will not move forward from the present array of ad-hoc
initiatives which are carried out on a shoestring.

(Teacher 3)

In rank order, the principal factors perceived by teachers to inhibit the
formation of link initiatives in Elmstown were:

• Financial constraints.
• Lack of leadership.
• Problems with the local education authority.
• Organisational difficulties.
• The prevalence of ‘ad hoc’ initiatives.
• Resistance from mainstream.
• Negative attitudes of staff.
• Staffing difficulties.
• Transport problems.
• Pressure on mainstream schools.
• Lack of time.

At the time of the research there was a lack of a shared vision for inclu-
sion in the local education authority and confusion ensued as to what this
meant in practical terms for special schools. One teacher in the Inclusion
Forum commented that:

Because there is no substantial LEA guidance for special schools, it’s
been left to individual schools to set their own priorities for change.
This means any initiatives have been patchy and fragmented rather 
than schools being able to maximise their success through a clear and
cohesive framework. I would say that this, in my opinion, is one of the
biggest barriers to progression.

(Teacher 4)

This lack of clarity was a key factor in the development of ‘ad hoc initia-
tives’ and further highlights the importance of establishing a shared
understanding of ‘inclusion’. Until a shared vision of inclusion and a frame-
work for change is established in Elmstown, special schools will carry on
‘tinkering at the edges’, unable to fully prioritise the day-to-day issues
involved in the inclusion process and maximise their success.

Questions raised

If future link schemes are to be successful, they should focus on the signif-
icant questions that this study has raised. For example:
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• Is there a common understanding of the concept of inclusion?
• What kind of forum is needed so that questions and differences can be

openly discussed?
• Is there a workable balance between ‘common’ and ‘specialist’ pedagogy?
• Have both mainstream teachers and teachers in special schools developed

the knowledge, understanding and skills required to work effectively
with all children, including those identified as having severe or complex
learning difficulties?

• Do all teachers understand the advantages of mutual collaboration?
• Are priorities for change set within a clear and cohesive framework?

Specialist skills and knowledge

My study identified areas of specialist skills and knowledge perceived to be
present by teachers at Southdown School and compared them with the
perceptions of mainstream teachers about the existence of those skills and
how we could best share ‘expertise’ with them. The results were analysed
and five areas of potential support are identified in Box 3.1.

Teachers also identified a desire to raise understanding of the creativity
of special schools to meet a wide range of needs through experiencing real-
life experiences. They felt that access to specialist practices should be an
integral part of initial teacher training programmes in order to help develop
strategies to teach a wide range of pupils identified as having intellectual,
communicative and multiple disabilities in mainstream classrooms. Through
this research, I would argue that there are no ‘experts’ in special education.
Put simply, teachers working in segregated settings have had different
working experiences from those working in mainstream schools. It is in the
mutual sharing of the collective wealth of diverse experiences that the key
to providing an equitable educational system which incorporates both the
commonality and uniqueness of all learners can be found. This mutual part-
nership between teachers working in both mainstream and special schools
is instrumental in overcoming barriers to participation and learning, and
to developing the greater inclusion of all pupils in the cultures, curricula
and communities of their schools.

Bringing about change

On the basis of my research experience, I believe that in order to further
the inclusion process from purely a discourse of ethics to include one of
action, several priorities need to be addressed. The concept of inclusion is
not just about the complexity of definition, or simply about rights, values
and ideologies. It is clear that there is a need for a shared perception of
the practical realisation of inclusion and that until there is a mutual under-
standing between the government, local education authorities, schools, other
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Box 3.1 Five areas of general support

General support

• Confidence-building, general encouragement and support
• Lending resources
• More liaison between mainstream and special
• General awareness building with regard to inclusive practices,

working with whole families, teaching and learning styles, etc.
• Involvement in Personal, Social and Health Education (PSHE)

lessons so that a more informed view on disability can be put
across to pupils

Training in specific teaching methods

• Use of communication aids, symbols, sign language, TEACCH
techniques, etc.

• Behaviour plans and strategies

Curriculum adaptation and assessment

• Knowledge of national adapted schemes of work, assessments, e.g.
P levels

• Advice on adapting the curriculum and identifying a range of
alternatives in curriculum delivery

• Suggesting appropriate activities, etc.
• Help with differentiating lessons and materials
• Help with setting finely graded targets
• Help formulating Individual Education Plans (IEPs), assessments,

etc.

Awareness of the needs of the child

• Awareness of physical/sensory needs of children
• Awareness of safety issues
• Independence skills: making choices, problem solving and

allowing time to respond
• Seeing the whole child and adapting teaching styles to match

individual learning styles

Classroom management

• Practical help with class management: working as a team,
including children

• Working in a multi-professional team, including speech and
language therapist, physiotherapist, occupational therapist, etc.



professionals, parents, voluntary groups and individuals, any change in the
role of special schools is particularly difficult.

A framework for mutual partnership

In order to overcome some of the difficulties already discussed, there is a need
to develop a framework for future partnerships which includes the following:

• A shared vision and clearly defined purpose.
• Formality of link established from the outset.
• Involvement of parents and a commitment to listening to the perspec-

tives of pupils.
• Permanent commitment from all schools involved in the partnership.
• Mutual staff respect for knowledge and experience.
• Joint professional development opportunities for staff.
• Collaborative approaches to curriculum planning and teaching.
• Good liaison between all parties involved.
• Commitment to equality of opportunity and treatment.
• Ongoing monitoring, assessment and evaluation of the partnership.

As schools begin to critically engage in the often painful process of self-
analysis and reflection, we hope we will begin to see a significant shift away
from exclusive discourses and practices and see schools involved in collab-
orative and mutually supportive work in support of inclusion in education,
culminating in the transformation of the very system itself.

Conclusion

My principal concern at the beginning of the research process was to improve
the links that had been established between our special school and main-
stream schools and to change their unstructured nature which resulted in
patchy and haphazard approaches to developing inclusive practices. The 
challenge was to develop a research strategy that would inform and acknow-
ledge my own position as a practitioner and interpretive researcher, and the
key to this goal was to look at how I could engage with change to make a
significant difference in my own working environment. The key issues that
emerged from this small project have been revealing and informative and
have served not only to bring about change within my own practice, but also
to begin to build bridges between political rhetoric and actual practice.

This study has made a considerable contribution to my understanding 
of inclusive issues, particularly with regard to the role of special schools in
the inclusion process. It has also contributed to Southdown School’s ability
to unlock its knowledge, skills and experience in an attempt to ensure that
these specialist practices are made useful to mainstream schools to aid the
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successful inclusion of all pupils. As with any research project, the study
unearthed more questions, issues and dilemmas than it answered. The next
stage of my research cycle will involve investigating one of these major issues
by examining the role of support assistants in the inclusion process. How can
we ensure that support assistants reinforce the role of the teacher, facilitate
independent learning and help, rather than hinder, the inclusion of individ-
ual pupils? Yet again, the very question itself is problematic and packed with
educational, philosophical and personal tensions and dilemmas . . .
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Forging and strengthening
alliances
Learning support staff and the
challenge of inclusion

Catherine Sorsby

The action research project presented in this chapter emerged from years
of personal and professional questioning towards an understanding of the
breadth and depth, and the principles and possibilities, which inclusive
education provides. For me, action research is about asking questions –
questions I need to know the answers to in order to improve my work. It
involves wondering why I am doing things in a particular way – particu-
larly if I’ve been directed to do something I find ineffectual. It doesn’t
matter to me if the questions aren’t relevant to the wider audience of the
local education authority or DfES. What matters is that through research
action I can find a more effective way of achieving something or enhance
my support of others. I have discovered that doing action research develops
confidence: empowering not only me as the researcher, but also raising the
confidence of others whose voices can be heard during the research process.
I have found my own action research often challenging the status quo which
can be immensely satisfying and enlightening but also unsettling. Either
way, doing research can make a major contribution to personal and profes-
sional development. This chapter describes the sort of ordinary research
action I get involved in, with ordinary people in an ordinary, average school.
It provides an insight into the different learning experiences of the staff
who participate in research with me and details some of the many unex-
pected benefits discovered en route. Hopefully it will encourage staff in
other schools to undertake similar projects by demonstrating that simple
collaborative enquiry can sow the seeds of change far more effectively than
the imposition of new policy and practice by traditional ‘cascade’ models
of training and communication.

Support for support staff

Over the course of my career it has concerned me that teams of workers in
mainstream schools, frequently referred to as the ‘non-teaching staff’ or the
‘child care assistants’ are routinely under-supported. Some have NNEB
nursery nurse qualifications whereas others possess few formal academic 

1111
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
1011
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
20111
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
30111
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
40111
1
2
3
44111

Chapter 4



qualifications. None the less, these colleagues often have obvious talents in
child care, psychology, behaviour management or developing communica-
tion skills which they demonstrate daily by getting straight to the heart
of any problem and coming up with practical solutions.

I began to realise the training needs of non-teaching staff are commonly
neglected when I became an INSET co-ordinator. A lack of professional
development seems to have left non-teaching staff feeling in a passive posi-
tion within the context of their work. In my observation, they are seldom
invited to participate in staff meetings or training events, but they can be
asked to do cleaning or redecorating during the time set aside for other
people’s development. They may not be deliberately excluded, but there is
often an assumption that it is unfair to expect them to attend meetings or
to undertake training. When I have asked individuals why they are not
more assertive about their aspirations for their work, replies go along the
lines of ‘It’s not up to me, I just do as I’m told.’ In the past I have felt
that many non-teaching staff I worked with were resistant to suggestions
of training opportunities. As a newly appointed INSET co-ordinator I saw
a difficult task ahead of me, particularly when I noticed that the National
SEN Specialist Standards called for Learning Support Assistants who:

appreciate how their roles relate to, and complement, those of the
teaching staff; contribute positively to the establishment of school poli-
cies and plans, and apply these consistently to secure effective pupil
management and achievement of pupils’ targets; encourage indepen-
dence in learning; work co-operatively with teachers, parents/carers and
others to realise targets set out in individual education and care plans;
make good use of formal and informal opportunities to increase their
personal expertise and that of the service or school they represent.

(TTA, 1999, p. 52)

In view of the new expectations around roles it seemed derisory to continue
to refer to the group I was thinking about as non-teaching assistants. In
this chapter I use the term Learning Support Assistants (LSAs) to refer to
those adults (other than teachers) employed to work with, and support,
children in the classroom situation. Job titles and descriptions vary from
one local education authority to another, and even from school to school
within the same LEA, but the term LSA seems an appropriate generic term.

As a newcomer to the school it was easy to observe that non-teaching
support staff worked conscientiously and fairly effectively. However, it was
also easy to observe that they occupied a low position in the school’s profes-
sional hierarchy and they did not have the benefit of equal opportunities
for continuing professional development. My impression was also that
support staff seemed to have a unique perspective on the culture of the
school and on the balance of power within it. I hoped that carrying out
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research would prompt some form of change, either by giving the LSAs a
voice, or by increasing their opportunities for training, or both.

Beginning action research

As has been said in the opening chapter of this book, one of the early 
stages of an action research project involves familiarisation with the broader
picture, including reading related literature and policy documents. Much
of what I had read confirmed perceptions about the lack of guidance, struc-
ture and career development opportunities for learning support assistants
(e.g. Balshaw, 1991; Bell, 1998; Clayton, 1989a, b, 1990a, b; Fox, 1993;
Woolf and Bassett, 1988). More recent publications confirmed that many
of these difficulties are ongoing (Farrell et al., 2000; O’Brien and Garner,
2001). Recurrent concerns include lack of opportunities for training, inad-
equate career structure, no performance management and a disappointing
lack of rewards in terms of job satisfaction or remuneration. Non-teaching
staff are seldom engaged in consultation and experience directives about
their work as imposed in a top-down manner. Their roles and responsibilities
are frequently unclear and the voices of support staff are seldom heard
(O’Brien and Garner, 2001).

Early investigations in my own school revealed a complex variety of job
titles and a range of frequently overlapping job descriptions illogically tied
to different levels of remuneration. I could see how contractual ambiguity
had developed historically but realised it opened the way for the possible
exploitation of support staff, and misuse of their skills and experience. It
was evident that teaching staff were unaware of inequity and the support
staff themselves did not have full knowledge of the complexity of the 
situation. A plan for an action research project began to take shape.

First steps

Through observation and the use of a series of questionnaires, semi-struc-
tured interviews, and an audit of policies and other school documents, I
began to clarify the expectations and the roles and responsibilities of the
support staff. I investigated their training needs, both in terms of the way
the support staff themselves identified them and from my own perspective.
This clarified issues and provided a sense of direction so the challenge of
bringing about change began to seem feasible.

The struggle for change was multi-layered and was concerned with issues
of democracy and empowerment, and the entitlement of non-teaching staff
to the same opportunities for training, access to information and professional
development as their teaching peers. Once training opportunities were 
made available to support staff they began, albeit hesitantly, to take up the
opportunities on offer. Some began to recognise missed opportunities and to
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develop career aspirations. Several drew on the school’s INSET budget to 
pay for LEA training courses and some sought funding from the DfEE
Individual Learning Accounts (ILAs). Others welcomed news from the Local
Government National Training Organisation (February 2000) that NVQs
were being developed for Teaching Assistants as part of the project to pro-
duce National Occupational Standards, but then found that they had to wait
months for courses to be provided locally. However, as they began to increase
their range of skills and qualifications they also began to question and voice
opinions. For example, one assistant commented, ‘Class teachers could do
with a course on how to manage CCA support in classrooms . . . to make
more effective and appropriate use of me.’ I was pleased to see some of the
LSAs becoming more assertive. It seemed research action had initiated real
change and over the coming months I developed an interest in capitalising
upon this.

Towards inclusion – an impossible leap?

Following on from the DfEE Green Paper (1997) and the proposed
programme of action (DfEE, 1998), the LEA published its own SEN strategy
which clearly and frequently stated that one of the aims was ‘to develop
an increasingly inclusive education system’, and that ‘by 2003 all children
with SEN may have their needs met within educational provision in their
local community’. There seemed to be an obvious need for information,
training and support for planning to be provided for LSAs to facilitate 
the proposed moves towards inclusive education. It seemed imperative to
complement an agenda for inclusion of all pupils with a parallel agenda
respecting the right of school staff to experience inclusion in their working
lives. Yet policies and practices were being implemented that excluded a
significant contingent of LSAs from key development opportunities. I was
also troubled by the notion that the development of an inclusive culture
was primarily seen as relevant to those children identified as having 
‘special educational needs’ whereas other aspects of identity could be key
determinants of exclusion.

I then came across a powerful resource in the form of the Index for Inclusion
(Booth et al., 2000). In this document it was clearly stated that ‘inclusion
is for staff as well as pupils’ and this encouraged me to seek to explore the
perspective of the LSAs on inclusion matters. The material in the Index 
for Inclusion, and the experience of carrying out my own research using the
index as a research tool, took on new meaning, as I had recently started 
to use a wheelchair. I began to experience at first hand what it is like to
be excluded from key aspects of school life – which I knew to be the 
ordinary course of things for LSAs in school.

Opportunities for action research were tantalising, yet the clear aim of
attempting to bring about change in the management structures and cultures
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of the school when I was a single voice and neither a member of the Senior
Management Team nor a SENCO narrowed the scope considerably. However,
I saw no reason why I should not try to extend the knowledge and skills
of myself and the support staff who, in the usual course of events, would
probably be the last to be involved in consultation or training.

Second steps

The first step in my small-scale action research project had enabled clarifica-
tion of the expectations, roles and responsibilities of support staff and
prompted an investigation of their training needs. Preliminary research action
provided the basis of a general plan that would be the first part of a new
action research process. I obtained DfES funding in the form of a Best Practice
Research Scholarship and additional funding from the LEA to enable further
work with LSAs to explore understanding of the concept of inclusive educa-
tion and to introduce the Index for Inclusion as an audit tool. I hoped further
research engagement would determine what support LSAs would need 
to enable them to further the project of inclusion, enable some insight into
how the proposed NVQs and National Standards might benefit our staff and
provide scope for evaluation of a range of other induction and/or training
packages available from the DfES, LEA and other sources.

Although these were my stated aims, I expected difficulties if I was to
encourage the group of LSAs to take some ownership of the research project
and to accept some responsibility for the development of agendas for discus-
sion. I had received funding to meet specific aims and realised this placed
my work at odds with my stated commitment to empowering the LSAs 
to determine their priorities for research action. I tried to resolve this by
involving them as openly as possible from an early stage, and indeed 
by sharing the dilemma.

I chose a target group of four adults as representatives of the thirteen 
support staff employed in the school as they had differing job titles, roles and
responsibilities, and length of term of employment in the school. One of 
them was also a governor at the school. I invited them to a series of morn-
ing workshops to be held in school time once a week for eight weeks. The
funding paid for supply cover for everyone involved. Our task involved 
planning, monitoring, evaluating and reflecting on the progress made
through the series of workshops. I called the sessions ‘workshops’ to reflect
the concept of equality: I had no intention of taking on the role of trainer to
a group of trainees. There were some things they could learn from me, but I
needed to learn from them too. By preparing tentative agendas for the first
three sessions I was able to encourage participants to voice their opinions and
to encourage them to take responsibility for the agendas of the remaining
meetings. The LSAs kept my original aims in mind, but enriched the 
project by broadening the scope of the discussions beyond my earlier ideas.
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Data collection methods included observations and recording of comments
made by the LSAs. Their comments, recorded in my research diary, reflected
changing attitudes over a number of weeks as they were exposed to other
perspectives and challenged to justify their own observations and opinions.
The group discussions were often lively debates over provocative comments
I found through articles, books or Internet sites debating the contentious
nature of the issue of inclusion. As one LSA said:

there was much supportive information to assist our understanding. We
were encouraged to be open and truthful in our discussions. I was
shocked by some of my feelings, which I have to say changed some-
times from week to week.

(Comments from participant LSA)

At the end of the project my research diary revealed that as a group we
had reflected on our own experiences and considered evidence concerning the
changing role of LSAs in the school, the changing needs of the children, 
the changing structure and culture of the school. We had also discussed issues
such as roles and responsibilities, the formulation of school policies and prac-
tice, planning and preparation times, consultation, collaborative working
practices, evaluation of their work in the classroom, career progression, LEA
and DfES policies on either the work of support staff or inclusion. Through
exploration and questioning of each other, we had discovered alternative ways
of supporting children. I had noted that the LSAs had found it enlightening
when they were given the opportunity to examine documents they did 
not usually have access to. We were able to examine and review a number 
of induction and training packages, and discuss their relative merits and 
relevance in terms of our respective work contexts and experience.

Viewing videos produced by a local school on aspects of inclusive
education, such as links between mainstream and special schools and dual
placements, led to some lively debate and a strong desire to visit other
schools to observe different examples of interesting practice. I was able to
arrange for the LSAs to visit three local primary schools. The learning oppor-
tunities afforded by those visits were a highlight of the project, with every
member of the project group requesting further opportunities to meet, and
observe, LSAs in other schools:

I hadn’t realised that staff could be deployed in such a different way.
Their idea of timetabling was so much more flexible than ours. The
class teachers were full of praise for the assistants and said they organ-
ised themselves well. They were very laid back about the situation and
there was such a calm atmosphere in the room. I noticed so many
different ways of doing things, I just wanted to talk to them all day.

(Comments from participant LSA)
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The group seized the opportunity to compare and contrast their experi-
ences in the classroom, particularly with regard to training opportunities
and collaborative working practices, which were surprisingly varied. The
LSAs began to delve below the surface into the values, practices and processes
of what goes on in school.

I had presumed that I was a step ahead of the LSAs in terms of ‘delving
and discovering’ as my preliminary investigations and observations had
compelled me to assess the culture of the school. I was surprised, therefore,
to find that I became embroiled in their delving as the LSAs comments
revealed yet another perspective, particularly on the culture of collaboration:

Mrs X always asks me if I’ve got any new ideas that would fit in with
the art topic coming up later in the term.

I know what the class timetable is, and Mr Y puts his planning sheet
for the week up on the wall but I seldom know specific tasks before
the lesson and it would be nice to know in advance.

If the class teacher would tell me a few days in advance what they were
going to be doing then I’d quite happily make some games and things,
but when I don’t know until the start of the lesson then it’s a wasted
opportunity.

Sometimes I just have no option but to sit like an observer right through
the whole lesson.

(Comments from participant LSAs)

I found that my own thinking continued to change as I learned from
the LSAs. I began to recognise the subtle differences between acceptance
and tolerance of roles and responsibilities that smother initiative and may
lead to passivity and lack of personal development. I made several notes in
my research diary, promising myself that I would change certain practices
in my own classroom to permit LSAs to work more from their own initia-
tive. Other teacher researchers focusing on the role of LSAs have reported
making similar radical revisions of their own practices as collaborative
research has transformed their understanding of the pivotal role of LSAs.

Exploring inclusion and the social model

The research participants explored different definitions of inclusion, estab-
lished some of the differences between integration and inclusion and began
to identify barriers to inclusion in the school. Initially the LSAs perceived
these barriers in terms of physical access and financial constraints, thus 
abdicating responsibility for ‘successful inclusion’ to the LEA. I was disap-
pointed but not surprised to hear the notion that ‘if some children can’t
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be integrated successfully then there’s no chance of inclusion working’. 
I recognised the reasoning behind this view as based on a medical model
of thinking which sees children’s difficulties as related to their individual
impairments, rather than as influenced by the social model of disability
which looks at circumventing difficulties by removing social barriers (Oliver,
1990). The concept that some people were disabled more by their envi-
ronment and experience of society’s attitude to them than by their actual
medical condition was a crucial concept to get across over the coming weeks.

Linked with the idea of the social model of disability was the idea that
LSAs should foster children’s independence or teach them to make choices
and accept responsibility for their own learning. The LSAs initially found
this difficult to accept until they were introduced to the work of activists
in the disabled people’s movement. Together we read and discussed excerpts
from a wide range of books such as Disabled People and Social Policy (Oliver
and Barnes, 1998) and Disability Equality in the Classroom (Rieser and Mason,
1990).

As sessions continued, and in the light of our collective reading, the
LSAs became more conscious of insider perspectives and issues relating to
human rights. They began to observe and try to understand and respond
to children’s learning styles in an attempt to develop inclusive learning
experiences. As a result, they reported becoming more confident in their
ability to adapt and change activities when the need arose, and more willing
to make suggestions in the classroom.

In the year following our workshop sessions I noted that in varying degrees
most of them altered their attitude towards disability, changing to an 
acceptance of the social model rather than the medical model. This was 
particularly evident in their problem-solving approach to teaching and learn-
ing, rather than the previous focus on the ‘delivery’ of the curriculum.
Gradually we all changed our thinking, recognising that exploring effective
pedagogy was probably the next important step in our shared development.

Eventually our focus shifted to broader issues concerning school culture
and the extent to which it might help or hinder the shift from integration
to inclusion. Originally LSAs had been concerned about the move towards
inclusive education, particularly for children described as having ‘multiple
or profound learning difficulties’. They had doubts about the appropriate-
ness and effectiveness of inclusive education for all children, and they had
doubts about their own ability to ‘deliver’ it. Many felt that they were
increasingly expected to take on a teaching role, to the detriment of their
work as a care assistant, as the following remark shows:

I think caring is the most important of my duties, you know – like
mothering them, but often I’m too busy and pressurised by imple-
menting work programmes.

(Comment from participant LSA)
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The Index for Inclusion became a valuable audit tool for establishing the
culture of the school with regard to the work of support staff and generated
further projects.

Evaluation of the research processes: what did
the LSAs find helpful?

The LSAs described the processes involved in the workshops as sometimes
‘gruelling’, because ordinarily in the context of their work they were seldom
expected to engage with controversial issues or formulate and justify their
opinions. However, in their critical evaluation of our research journey 
their reflections were thought-provoking. They had begun to recognise that
culture and structure in schools are interdependent, though attempts to
bring about improvement in different aspects of school life by paying atten-
tion only to structural issues are not as likely to be successful as those that
attempt to change culture too. Other comments revealed an emerging under-
standing of the complexities and possible differences in interpretation of
the concept of inclusive education. The group recognised that other staff
might see inclusion as yet another initiative or programme imposed from
outside, to be absorbed and delivered, rather than a fundamental change in
culture and practice involving a totally different value system.

The LSAs also thought some mainstream staff would see inclusion and
integration as synonymous and this would mean that they would see no
need to make any changes as they already had the IRU children sitting in
mainstream classrooms. As Ainscow states:

even the most pedagogically advanced methods are likely to be ineffec-
tive in the hands of those who implicitly or explicitly subscribe to a belief
system that regards some students, at best, as disadvantaged and in 
need of fixing, or, worse, as deficient and, therefore, beyond fixing.

(Farrell and Ainscow, 2002, p. 35)

We were fortunate to have access to written reports of in-school projects
previously undertaken. Despite anonymity given to many quotes in reports,
the LSAs found it relatively easy to guess the identity of the speakers –
revealing a fixed and unwavering commitment to integration (as opposed
to inclusion) persisting in some sections of the school. They were conscious
of earlier comments made by themselves and other staff in which they
suggested that some children might receive a better education in a special
school, or that the school should not persist with integration (i.e. working
in the mainstream classroom) for all children all the time. In the light of
our new knowledge, a critical point in our collective learning involved
facing up to our own presumptions and prejudices and understanding that
there would be no simple prescription or blueprint for inclusion.
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Summary of outcomes and reflections relating 
to the research

An important part of the research involved providing opportunities for a
small group of LSAs – a group marginalized and disempowered in the tradi-
tional hierarchies of schools – to develop their understanding of values,
processes and professional practices in relation to their work, through open
and democratic discussion. Our discussions were an important part of every
session in which participants raised questions, tested out ideas and engaged
in critical debate. The ‘outcomes’ of the research process were ongoing as
part of a process of changing understanding and attitudes. For my own
part, I learned more from the group by resisting the urge to provide prompt
answers to some of their questions. The growing sense of empowerment
and engagement on the part of the LSAs was one development which
emerged in the research experience, and this enabled them to critique the
systems and values which, in the past, they had submitted or, sometimes,
adhered to. As part of that critique, which involved seeing familiar contexts
and practices in a new light and from different vantage points, members
of the group discovered a heightened awareness of relationships and practices
which they had previously taken for granted, as well as sharpening analytical
and debating skills.

Out of the discussions held during the period of the research project,
and in reviewing my records of the emergent arguments put forward in the
group, a number of key ideas have begun to crystallise. First, there needs
to be a culture shift within school if policies and practice are to be trans-
formed in support of inclusive rather than integrated education. Information
about inclusive education, and issues relating to education policy and prac-
tices, need to be disseminated and discussed at grass-roots level. Staff in
school need time to reflect on their own attitudes and sometimes they will
need to be challenged to consider ‘inclusion’ from the perspective of others,
particularly the children. Learning Support Assistants recognised that it had
taken them some time to examine their own feelings and attitudes towards
the issues involved, and to begin to understand and assimilate new concepts.
They were surprised to find policies and other documents produced at LEA
and even government level (e.g. that Green Paper Excellence for all Children,
DfEE, 1997) that they felt would necessitate major changes in schools.
Although they did not feel deliberately excluded from relevant consultation,
debate and training issues, they were not aware of any structures or systems
that would facilitate better involvement. They recognised that many teaching
staff were probably in the same situation. They recognised this is a whole-
school issue, and became keen to contribute to future development plans.

Second, knowledge and understanding of the social model of disability,
rather than the medical model, create new attitudes towards children
described as having ‘special educational needs’ by shifting the responsibility
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for ‘the problem’ away from the child. Incidentally, one outcome of the
project that I noted is that understanding of the social model had been
carried over into other areas of practice. Some of the LSAs commented that
they now found themselves more able to recognise and react to different
children’s learning styles – and now looked at every child’s strengths, style
of learning and their possible requirements, not just at the ‘needs’ of the
children labelled as ‘special’. The LSAs also realise that the problem-solving
approach needs adults to find imaginative ways of creating a curriculum
for success rather than one that tends to highlight failure. One of my orig-
inal aims had been to raise standards and improve pupil achievement by
developing the knowledge and skills of LSAs in the school in relation to
classroom practice. Although at one stage I thought it an unattainable goal,
I came to recognise over the coming months that my project had probably
achieved this aim, but not in the way I had originally intended.

The third important observation to emerge from these projects is that it
is essential to provide joint training for teachers and LSAs to enable devel-
opment of effective collaborative practices based on principles of inclusion
and effective use of human and other resources. The degree of collaborative
working between teachers and LSAs will not increase until this training
has convinced staff of the possible benefits and there is a strong whole-
school commitment to making time available for it.

The research discussions suggested there were many other factors influ-
encing the degree of collaborative working between teachers and LSAs,
including: tradition, individual personalities, self-consciousness, lack of
experience of managing the work of other colleagues, a feeling on the part
of some teachers that their lessons should run smoothly without the need
for other adult support, a belief that the LSA is there to support a partic-
ular child rather than support the teacher or the whole class in general, a
feeling that support is not timetabled at the most appropriate time.

A related issue is the problem of the lack of non-contact time in primary
schools which compels teachers to do most of their planning and prepara-
tion at home, so it becomes easier to give LSAs a copy of what will be done
in the lesson than to share ideas about how it could be done. Some of the
LSAs’ contractual hours need to be devoted to planning future lessons (which
includes evaluating past lessons) with teachers – although anecdotal evidence
suggests that all the LSAs’ contractual hours are spent working with children.

A fourth relates to professional development and training opportunities
for support staff, which clearly have been very limited to date. Support staff
did not expect to hear of training opportunities. In the absence of any demand
for training, little was provided. Previous GEST and INSET budgets
prioritised further training for teachers rather than support staff. Since the
development of the Literacy Hour and Numeracy Hour, teaching assistants
and classroom assistants have been appointed specifically to support the 
core curriculum areas. During the research, participants reviewed the DfEE
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induction course files provided for these assistants and were annoyed to find
that, at the time, the course files were made available only to newly appointed
support staff with particular job titles. They felt that other support staff,
although quite experienced, would have benefited from the opportunity to
use the induction course materials in other ways, e.g. as an audit of their
skills. We commented on this to the LEA, requesting that induction course
materials and trainings on the National Literacy and Numeracy frameworks
should be made available to the wider group of support staff employed in
schools. We were delighted to find, in the following year, that the LEA
adopted the generic term LSA for all support staff, and made it quite clear
in a circular to schools that trainings ‘for LSAs’ were now for any support
staff, experienced or newly appointed, no matter what their job title or job
description. Our research had engineered real change.

Newly introduced DfEE (2000) induction and training packages for LSAs
were welcomed by members of the group, but concern was expressed about
the extra work load they created for already stretched teaching staff who
were then expected to act as mentors to LSAs in school. We came up with
ideas for alternative ways of using these training packages, tailoring them
to meet the individual needs of the larger group of support staff employed
in the school. Given more time, we could have produced a programme of
in-house training based on the results of earlier research into the training
needs of our own staff. We did succeed in raising awareness of LSA training
needs and entitlement at senior management level, so that future INSET
days offered better access to training for LSAs and there was some attempt
to provide equal opportunities with teaching staff. Good progress has been
made in providing ICT training for support staff. Although the New
Opportunity Fund training appeared to be for teachers only, the head teacher
provided similar learning opportunities for most of the support staff too.
The LSAs welcomed the Good Practice Guide (DfES, 2000) and thoroughly
approved of the Survival Guide produced by Lorentz (1998).

On investigation we found some LEA courses that met the needs of estab-
lished, more experienced staff. However, like the ones offered by local HE
providers, they ran over several weeks, out of school hours, and at consid-
erable expense to the individual. It was felt that the courses conflicted with
family commitments, and that although there might be some personal satis-
faction in completing them, they enhanced neither career opportunities nor
salary levels.

Although the government scrapped the Individual Learning Accounts
scheme that we intended to use for funding, two of our support staff did
eventually obtain funding from other sources (quite independently of the
school) and went on to enrol on the NVQ courses for Teaching Assistants
as soon as they became available in our area. They put in a great deal of
effort and commitment, in their own time and over a long period, until
eventually they successfully completed the course in 2002. Although their
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achievement was recognised by the LEA and the school, it is probably fair
to say that their increased level of skill is still not being fully utilised 
by the school, and to date it has not led to any improvements in career
opportunities or salary levels for them.

One of the by-products of personal development on such courses is often
an increase in confidence and assertiveness. The LSAs who took part in this
project now look set to undertake their own action research project soon,
in order to offer governors and senior management concrete suggestions 
for their career development and renumeration. Despite a great deal of
rhetoric from the DfES about the development and promotion of ‘higher
level’ teaching assistants there is at the time of writing no national body
that can set salary levels or design a career structure according to roles and
responsibilities for support staff in all schools. Because salary levels are still
negotiated locally, we discovered anecdotal evidence of unfair practice and
considerable differences between LEAs and even within schools in the same
LEA. This lack of equal opportunities, or even blatant discrimination, relates
to contracts and conditions of employment in addition to salary levels.

In order to develop understanding of the issues, values and practices
involved in relation to inclusive education and their own contribution 
LSAs, like all members of the community, will need time to examine their
own beliefs and feelings, and encouragement to become actively involved 
in the development of new policies and practices. Although training that
raises awareness of specific disabilities, and teaches strategies for supporting
particular pupils, could be useful, it can create the idea that LSAs (and
teachers) cannot cope unless they become ‘experts’ in many fields. Training
that raises the LSAs’ confidence in their ability to adopt a problem-solving
approach as part of a collaborative team is much more useful, and initially
it is easier to deliver. The training needs of teaching staff were recognised
within the group:

some mainstream class teachers will need to adjust and learn to cope
with children with different needs and extra adult support in their
rooms. Some of them have always been able to delegate responsibility
for certain children to other staff, and it can’t carry on like that if we
try to move towards an inclusive ethos.

(Comments from participant LSA)

Conclusion

At the start of this chapter I mentioned that I enjoyed providing oppor-
tunities for others, and that has been one of the most rewarding outcomes
of this research project. At a superficial level we all enjoyed the chance to
have time away from the classroom, to do something different. Gradually
it dawned upon the research participants that they could affect positive
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change and we all enjoyed the deeper levels of complex thought and commu-
nication that setting aside research time enabled us to develop over the
weeks. Research participation gave all of us confidence and new skills and
it set off a train of action that is still ongoing over a year later. We made
the time for research which enabled new relationships and alliances. We
found it tiring yet incredibly stimulating as we developed new thinking
and practice. As we go on to work with other staff I see the ripples of
recognition slowly spreading the message of inclusion quietly and unob-
trusively, yet far more effectively than I could have imagined. It leaves me
with a feeling of satisfaction in a job well done, and a few ideas for new
projects beginning to surface!
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Students who challenge
Reducing barriers to inclusion

Linda Simpson

This chapter explores a multi-dimensional approach to practitioner research
and reflects on how the outcomes from a small-scale project can help to
build and develop a collaborative, problem-solving approach to reducing
barriers to inclusion. Inclusive education, however, is not a ‘quick fix’
(Corbett, 2001). Real change takes time and the move towards an inclu-
sive community presents many challenges for schools. We are, in my own
school (an 11–18 comprehensive), at the beginning of an exploration into
our culture, ethos and practice from which we can develop inclusive poli-
cies. This action research project forms only one small element in the move
towards this goal.

We are on the brink of a detailed self-review, using the Index for Inclusion
(Ainscow and Booth, 2002) as a framework. Action research will provide
an additional strand in finding out more about the school from both ‘macro’
and ‘micro’ levels and help to deepen our knowledge and understanding of
individual learners.

Much of my work as a Learning Support Co-ordinator involves critical
reflection and evaluation through a process not dissimilar to the cyclical
nature of action research, involving identification, planning, implementa-
tion and review and aiming to improve practice by ‘trying to induce
beneficial change’ (Bassey, 1995, p. 6). As a practitioner with a whole-
school brief, I feel action research could be a very powerful and influential
catalyst for change.

Arguably some of the biggest barriers to learning and participation are
related to issues of challenging behaviour, and this is certainly the case in
my own school and many others. Corbett raises the difficult question ‘Is
including children with challenging behaviours an inclusion too far?’
(Corbett, 2001, p. 27).

The issues, understandings, perceptions and arguments surrounding the
inclusion of this varied group of children are very wide-ranging and vary
from context to context. How, for example, could challenging behaviour
be defined within my own school? Could I assume there is a shared under-
standing among staff and how could ‘connective pedagogies’ best be
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developed to facilitate and support the inclusion of these children?
Connective pedagogy is about identifying and linking flexible, responsive
approaches with teaching and learning which not only recognise the way
individuals learn best and how individual learning styles are linked with
the curriculum but also connect values, experiences and relationships 
both within school and with the wider community (Corbett, 2001, p. 1).
Connective pedagogy also ‘extends’ to ‘emotional literacy, to understanding
the connections between our feelings, our reasoning and our motivation’
(Corbett, 2001, p. 115).

The challenge as I saw it was to view the research project from a three-
dimensional focus as described by Corbett (2001, p. 31). A dimension which
involves and results in strategic planning and the practicalities of imple-
menting an intervention plan. A dimension which extends into the wider
community, and the values inherent in the community and a dimension
that probes inside the self and both questions and challenges understand-
ings, beliefs and values, as part of a wider examination of the school culture.

The Learning Centre

With behaviour chosen as the area for research and the multi-dimensional
approach as the focus, I identified the Learning Support Unit within college
as the context. The unit, or Learning Centre as it is known, opened in
September 2002, initially funded by the government’s Standards Fund for
on-site units. It is based within an 11–18 comprehensive school situated 
on a city housing estate with a high level of social and economic need. The
centre forms part of the support framework within school and offers a part-
time placement for students at risk of exclusion. Students are admitted on a
short-term basis (six weeks) and are organised according to year groups of no
more than six members. They attend on a part-time basis to enable contin-
ued access to the curriculum areas they enjoy or are achieving success in. They
follow the curriculum in subjects they are withdrawn from, and teaching is
adapted to suit the individual learning styles of the students as far as possi-
ble. Learning is at the centre of the programme and though protocols have
been agreed the system is very flexible. Subject and pastoral staff are included
in the planning and delivery of programmes and ‘reintegration’ is an integral
part of the planning process. Corbett describes what she sees as ‘connected-
ness’ for teachers though, and also summarises well what we are aiming to
provide for the students, ‘to feel able to connect into support systems which
are flexible, non-judgemental’ and a safe space ‘in which to explore challenges
and barriers without blame’ (Corbett, 2001, p. 116).

The existence of such units inevitably raises difficult questions concerning
inclusion and exclusion and creates dilemmas for schools such as mine. 
How, for example, can inclusive values and policies be formed and established
in a community that provides what could arguably be seen as segregated,
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exclusive provision within the school community itself? The senior managers
in school were very aware of these dilemmas and were committed to estab-
lishing the centre as an integral part of what they deemed to be the ‘contin-
uum of provision’ within the school and to involve all staff in the planning
and preparation. As Learning Support Co-ordinator I was asked to co-
ordinate the planning and to manage the centre once it was in operation.

As an initial step I set up a steering group to identify the aims of the
centre, admission and exit criteria, programme planning, the reintegration
process and ways in which students, parents and staff could be involved in
these processes. The group included senior managers, pastoral heads and
support services and met over the course of two terms prior to the opening
of the centre, and a multi-agency group, or co-ordinating group, now meets
termly to offer support, discuss issues and monitor the working of the
centre. We recognised the importance of evaluating the impact of the centre
itself and identified a number of questions for further exploration:

• How do we identify the specific difficulties experienced by students
admitted to the centre?

• What are the barriers to learning?
• What baseline data would be most useful to inform planning, target

setting and monitoring?
• How do we monitor students’ progress and their participation in main-

stream classes during placement?
• Has attendance in the centre helped to reduce any barriers to learning

and participation?

In particular, we wanted to explore these questions in ways which involved
the students, parents and their teachers not only to inform the areas under
scrutiny but also to support the reintegration process and to help subject
staff to consider and reflect on approaches and strategies in their own prac-
tice for including these students in their classrooms. The overall aim of 
the research was to identify and develop a more co-ordinated, collaborative 
and supportive approach to the inclusion of students with challenging 
behaviour.

The multi-agency group was involved in identifying the focus of the
research project, but a smaller core group was involved in planning, imple-
menting and evaluating the intervention. The core group consisted of the
Learning Centre Co-ordinator, link Learning Support Assistant and myself
as Learning Support Co-ordinator.

The second cohort of students from Year 10 was admitted to the Learning
Centre at the beginning of term. The research was carried out during their
six-week placement and during the reintegration programme. I used a
cyclical model (Elliot, 1991; Bassey, 1995) as a framework for planning,
implementing, gathering data and evaluating the research.
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I reflected on Bassey’s fundamental questions when embarking on this
study. What do you seek to know that you didn’t know before, and why?
How will this change the world? In response to the last question, I think
it is important in a small-scale project such as this to have realistic expec-
tations. I did not intend to change the world but aimed to make a difference
and move towards the development of a more inclusive, connective pedagogy.

Action research and collaboration

Action research should not be viewed as a ‘neat problem-solving process’
but rather as a ‘constant process of asking further and more interesting
questions about practice’ (Green, 2002, p. 130). Green describes action
research as ‘fundamentally exploratory’ (2002, p. 126). In this section I
begin to explore the research from a wider perspective.

This was not, of course, a piece of research carried out in isolation. It is
important to recognise that both within the core group and the wider group
of colleagues involved there were potential tensions and dilemmas, similar to
those referred to by Elliot (1991) as ‘a clash of professional values’ between
traditional pedagogy and reflective practice. This highlights the importance
of dialogue and collaboration in all aspects of the research, including con-
cepts and ideas based on theory. Collaboration is seen as an essential element
in the development of an inclusive culture (Kuglemass, 2001; Carrington and
Elkins, 2002). Building relationships and shared approaches are therefore 
crucial and a failure to achieve them may present some of the biggest barri-
ers to the development of a ‘connective pedagogy’. Certainly within my own
school community there is a predominantly traditionalist approach to peda-
gogy with a focus on content and the ‘transmission’ of knowledge and a mixed
commitment to inclusive education which will require supportive systems
and structures through which to evolve more collaborative processes.

What are the wider issues relating to the inclusion of young people iden-
tified as experiencing social, emotional and behavioural difficulties and what
impact do these have within my own context?

Hargreaves (1999) emphasises the rift in cultures within schools in which
‘more and more children belong to cultures that are different and unfa-
miliar to those of the teachers’, a situation which Bigum and Green (1993)
describe students as often being seen as ‘aliens in the classroom’. The values,
expectations, language and behaviour of the students and their families from
the wider community my own school serves can be very different from those
promoted by the dominant culture within the school. This is a central issue
for the development of inclusive school communities and it raises a number
of important questions within my own context, particularly in relation to
students presenting challenging behaviours who are often seen as ‘different
beings’. How ‘connective’ are we with ‘cultural factors’ and to what extent
do we expect the students to ‘fit in’ (Corbett, 2001, p. 117)? This research
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and future work have to reflect on these crucial issues and to consider further
how we can develop a ‘depth of emotional understanding’ from which we
can begin to build these bridges.

The research

In the introduction I referred to the multi-dimensional approach adopted
in the research project, an approach which incorporates a variety of dimen-
sions and enables the research questions to be considered from a number
of different perspectives. The strategies used for gathering data were there-
fore carefully selected to ensure that the focus was not only on the students
and staff from the centre, but set within a wider context. The methods
used and subsequent evaluations were, of course, influenced by my own
reflections. Indeed, Elliot views these two aspects – action and reflection –
as strands in a single process (1991). This process, as outlined in my initial
plan, was constantly moving and changing and can be seen as a ‘spiral of
cycles’ in which the ‘general idea is allowed to shift’ (Elliot, 1991, p. 70).

Approaching this project from an ethical stance, I started by consulting
all participants to seek consent, outline the research brief, discuss issues of
confidentiality and arrangements for feedback. Bassey describes these ethical
principles as ‘respect for persons, truth and democratic principles’ (1995, 
p. 21), but they may also create tensions within the research process, as
they depend on openness centred on ‘critical debate’, which involves expo-
sure or ‘scrutiny’ of weaknesses as well as strengths in existing pedagogies.
The importance of talk, open dialogue, listening and mutual respect is
worth re-emphasising as essential elements in such a process. These dilemmas
are clearly evident and present particular challenges within my own school.
This underlines collaboration as a key element in change. I found Fullan’s
words particularly thought-provoking in relation to these dilemmas:

Don’t assume that your version of what the change should be is the
one that could or should be implemented. You have to exchange your
reality of what should be through interaction with others concerned.

(Cited in Robson, 2002, p. 220)

In my research diary I raised the question ‘How can staff be engaged in
talk and “critical debate” and is it necessary to involve all?’ Fullan argues
not, but I feel there surely needs to be a ‘critical mass’ for change to be
implemented?

With both the focus of my research and ethical principles in mind, a
‘general plan’ was drawn up following a meeting with the core group. This
included the range of approaches outlined in Table 5.1. I kept a research
diary throughout the research process. It became essential for recording
developments in the research and my own thoughts and observations.
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Table 5.1 General plan

Date Activity Monitoring Duration Comments

27 Jan – Clarifying the Research diary Two weeks Team meeting 
14 Feb general idea (LC co-ordinator, 

link LSA).
‘Reconnaissance’ Gathering Discuss and 

baseline data negotiate 
activities with all 

Action research Initial interviews/ One week involved.
proposal observation Formulation of 

Target setting plan. Data
First action step already available –

co-ordinators’ 
interviews with
parents and 
students. Profiles
from subject staff

17 Feb Half-term

24 Feb – Implementation Diaries – Daily Team meeting to 
14 March of plan research and discuss first

student action step, plan 
for next action 

Observations One or two and any revision/
lessons per modifications
student per
week Conducted during

prearranged 
Interviews with One day review (week 7)
staff and
parents

Shadow study

17–28 Reintegration Observation One Feedback to staff
March programme reintegration Team meeting

Student/staff lesson
interviews

Profiles

Data analysis/
evaluation

Write up 
research report



Baseline data were gathered from a variety of sources, including profiles
of students completed by subject staff prior to entry. These profiles had
been discussed at the initial core group meeting, as information from subject
teachers was felt to be a crucial part of the process in identifying barriers.
Nevertheless, we had to be sensitive to the fact that these provided the
perspectives of teachers involved rather than those of the students. With
this in mind semi-structured interviews were carried out with both the
students being admitted to the centre and their parents by the centre co-
ordinator. It was intended that these would be completed at both the start
and end of the placement, though difficulties in communicating with parents
as well as staff absence resulted in only initial interviews being carried out
within the time scale of the initial project.

Observations were conducted throughout the six-week placement, though
once again the time scale was difficult to keep to and highlighted the need
to carefully consider and balance not only the research action and the ques-
tions we were seeking to explore, but also current systems and practice in
relation to the time frame and intended aims of the centre.

It was intended that as part of the initial gathering of baseline data in class
observations on all six students would be carried out by the specialist teacher
using a continuous, non-participant observation technique. This would not
only help us to form a fuller picture of barriers to learning, but would also
provide valuable insights into aspects of teaching and learning and would
help us to identify focus areas for individual planning. I quickly realised that
I needed to keep in focus a sense of what could be realistically achieved in
what amounted to only a few weeks for the initial ‘stage’.

In consultation with the team, therefore, the decision was made to 
focus on one student, Christopher, for the initial observation and later study.
Though this would not provide such a broad picture from the outset in rela-
tion to all students, it would allow me to probe and explore in depth some
of the research issues. This had to be rethought yet again, however, as, owing
to very difficult family circumstances, Christopher was not attending school
on a regular basis. It was agreed that general observations would continue to
form part of the action plan, though these would be carried out during the
implementation period and another student would be identified (Michael) 
as the focus of the shadow study. It is worth noting an entry in my diary 
during this time:

Finding the time for an observation is extremely difficult. Each time
this has been arranged, Michael is absent, has absconded, a supply
teacher is taking the lesson or I have been put on the cover rota!

The shadow study was used as a means of in-depth monitoring following
a general observation. The centre co-ordinator carried this out over two
days (following discussion and consultation with staff concerned) as a means
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of providing data not only on the aspects of behaviour identified, in this
case ‘on task/off task’ behaviour, but also responses and interactions within
different learning contexts at different times of the day. It was also used
as a means of initiating discussion on teaching styles and approaches to
learning. A recording schedule was drawn up for the purpose of the study.

Staff and student interviews were conducted during the reintegration
phase. Once again these were semi-structured and aimed not only to provide
data for the research, but also to stimulate discussion and help to evaluate
outcomes. Five teachers from different curriculum areas took part.

Student perspectives

Two students were asked to keep diaries during the placement. I felt that
it was important to include the insights, reflections and views of the students
throughout the research. ‘Students represent hidden voices who, if listened
to, may assist in making schools and classrooms more inclusive’ (Ainscow
et al., 1999, p. 139). It is so easy to overlook or simply pay lip service 
to these voices and I think both within my own school and in education
generally we need to reflect on how we listen if we are to create environ-
ments where students are able to take control of their own learning. In
other words we need to learn from the learner. The approach was very open
and, on reflection, I feel that much more guidance and perhaps structure
were needed, for a number of reasons.

It was an entirely new and unfamiliar task for both students. Personal
organisation was not a strength of either and diaries were often ‘misplaced’.
It would have been useful to perhaps have continual dialogue running along-
side the diaries to enable them to give verbal entries and to discuss more
fully some of their views and perceptions. The data from these diaries are
at best patchy and in parts very personal. For these reasons I will not be
including the data in the analysis. However, it is worth noting some of the
central issues that emerged from the diaries and interviews, though of course
these will be my own personal interpretations of the students’ perspectives
and responses.

Relations with staff were highlighted a number of times, with mutual
respect and the ability to listen being key qualities, reflected in their 
views on subjects they could access or felt included in. The relevance of
the curriculum on offer was also a major issue in the participation of some
students and, I would argue, underlines the focus on content and outcomes
that excludes and marginalises these students. The differences in culture 
I discussed previously were evident in the students’ views on the value and
expectations of the school, the opportunities provided by education, 
and their aspirations beyond it. These interpretations are, of course, based
on the perspectives of a very small group of students but nevertheless I feel
they do provide a useful insight into culture and practice and reinforce the
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importance of listening seriously to student voices in the process of
developing an inclusive school.

Research outcomes: context, interpretation 
and analysis

My interpretation of the data was inevitably influenced by my own values,
and beliefs and actions can be interpreted in many different ways. Bassey
describes this process as a ‘complex tangle of beliefs, aims, methods, 
language and intellectual structures’ (1995, p. 4). The challenge for me was
to try and make sense of it, not just to consider what it meant for me
personally but to look at how it could contribute to developing a more
inclusive culture of teaching and learning within school.

First, and I think an important factor in the way the research evolved,
was that others have been involved not just as participants, but also as
researchers. There were a number of advantages and disadvantages in
conducting small-scale research with such a group. It provided an estab-
lished forum for open discussions specifically relating to the focus of the
research and also provided opportunities for much wider reflections. We
had previously agreed what we understood to be the guiding principles of
the centre and the overall aims of the research and were able to discuss,
albeit briefly at times, on a daily basis any issues or concerns that arose.
This helped to minimise any differences or tensions within the group. It
also presented difficulties, however, as the planning, implementation and
collection of data relied on all of the group being able to complete actions
within the time frame. In addition, there were many variables (attendance,
social issues and time constraints) beyond my control which affected the
research process and resulted at times in much frustration and inevitable
modification of the plan. This reflects, however, the reality of a real school
context in which responsiveness and flexibility are essential (Robson, 2002).

The first evaluation of the action research process followed the initial
‘action step’. At the first core group meeting it became clear from the data
gathered that although it provided some valuable information and insights
into specific areas of difficulty, there were some additional questions we
needed to ask regarding this process. When should the process begin and
what exactly were we looking for? The students had already started their
placement and we were still gathering baseline data, not a good starting
point, as the questions relating to difficulties and barriers needed to be
examined to inform the planning. Clearly the time frame in the future
projects will need to include a pre-admission period for gathering baseline
information. We also needed to address the first two research questions in
this period. We were trying to identify specific difficulties experienced by
individual students, as well as barriers to learning, including teaching and
learning styles and the extent to which the curriculum on offer influences
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behaviour. Learning theories may help us to better understand what is
happening within the classroom.

I have previously mentioned the predominantly traditionalist pedagogy
within my own context, with strong roots in the ‘transmission’ approach.
This traditional model of teaching ‘imposes restrictions on change’
(Carrington and Elkins, 2002, p. 3). Should we not be developing a 
model of learning, which takes account of cultural influences outside the
college (emphasised by Bruner) and includes the ideas of the constructivist
theorists like Bruner and Vygotsky? These surely will enable us to under-
stand better, and value more, individual learners and what they bring to
the learning process – a student-focused culture rather than content-led
curriculum. This would also help us to develop a stronger emotional under-
standing of these students, a concept I explored earlier which, as I develop
my own thinking on pedagogy, assumes a pivotal role not only within the
context of my own research but within the wider college community. Corbett
supports this view: ‘An effectively inclusive school is one which values
emotional literacy, as this is one of the ways in which the curriculum can
be truly responsive to difference’ (Corbett, 2001, p. 104).

I have mentioned the importance of collaboration with parents. Florian
and Rouse (2001) found that extensive work with parents was one of the
main characteristics of schools identified as successful in their approach to
inclusive education. The support offered in the Learning Centre was certainly
seen very positively by the parents. It proved very difficult, however, to
engage some of the parents even for initial interviews and it was clear from
the first action step that we needed to consider how we communicated with
and engaged parents in the work of the centre. The parental interviews did,
however, provide perspectives on behaviour, which we were able to compare
and contrast with college and student perspectives, and this helped us to
identify particular areas of difficulty. The interview format and structure
were modified to include shared planning and targets, and ways of devel-
oping links were identified. The information also highlighted the importance
of sharing the collation of information, analysis and planning. The respon-
sibility for all of this had largely been within the role of the Learning
Centre co-ordinator. We decided that in future we would form a core team
with key personnel for each cohort to help meet one of the aims of the
research, the gathering of essential baseline data.

The observations that were carried out during this time provided a lot
of information on responses and behaviours within the classroom. Their
purpose being to ‘gain an insight into the child, teacher, learning environ-
ment and complex interaction between them’ (Fairhurst, 2000, p. 98). This
was also the premise on which we based the shadow study. The outcomes
were difficult to interpret, however, and responses varied enormously. A lot
of variables were considered, such as structure, pace, content, type of activ-
ities, interaction and timing. We compared them with other data such as
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teacher and student interviews. Interestingly the observer (also the co-
ordinator) concluded that Michael’s responses reflected the value he put on
the subjects. Michael, in academic assessment terms, is identified as of at
least ‘average ability’ and resources used in the lesson certainly present no
barriers for him. This does raise a further question about the use and
meaning of the concept ‘ability’ and what criteria and methods we use to
categorise students in this way.

The interviews were conducted with five subject staff, which provided a
lot of valuable data and an opportunity for discussion with colleagues. All
but one of the staff interviewed were willing to explore a collaborative
teaching approach. This also raised a number of questions. Could a culture
of reflective practice be developed through such action research projects as
this one? Are individual differences being viewed as challenges rather than
obstacles? Could the communication, dialogue and more open approach
developed through the research lead to a commitment to ‘collaborative
problem solving’ highlighted by Ainscow (in Corbett, 2001, p. 26)?
Whatever the reasons, I did see this as a step towards positive change.

Interestingly, though not surprisingly, my initial assumption that staff
had a shared understanding of challenging behaviour proved false. All the
behaviours described as challenging by these teachers were different and
ranged from use of language and non-compliance to verbal and physical
aggression. Perhaps one starting point in evolving collaborative approaches
could be the development of a shared understanding of this complex issue.
These approaches I see as practices, which have clear goals, understood and
supported by teachers, who are actively seeking to remove barriers to learning
through creating an environment more responsive to individual needs.

Reflections and conclusion

In many ways the critical analysis of the research project presents the greatest
challenge. How could I begin to summarise the process itself, draw conclu-
sions from it, reflect on what it has meant for me and state what claims
to changes and improvement towards inclusive pedagogy could be made,
particularly in relation to challenging behaviour?

The research certainly enabled me to reflect on my own assumptions,
beliefs and values and those of my colleagues and the school as a whole. It
has not only challenged these by exploring the various dimensions of the
project from different perspectives, but has also provided a clear focus and
framework from which to explore a range of issues surrounding the ways
in which barriers to inclusion can be reduced by focusing on the develop-
ment of connective pedagogies, rather than primarily on ‘bad behaviour’.

The actual process involved in being a teacher-researcher has certainly
impacted on my thinking. It has helped to give me a greater understanding
and insight into pedagogy and confirmed my belief in the importance of
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valuing individual learners and in recognising the influence social and
cultural factors have on curriculum and pedagogy. It has taken me out of
the ‘comfort zone’ as both teacher and learner and forced me to rethink
many previously held assumptions in ways that challenge my own practice
and the practices within school.

There were many positive experiences and outcomes from the research,
but my feelings throughout were mixed, mirrored by those described 
by Strauss as unsettling and disturbing (in Day et al., 2002, p. 221). Like
Strauss, it was the issues raised by the research surrounding pedagogy that
unsettled me the most and raised some very challenging questions not 
just for me personally but for the school community as a whole. How can
we develop inclusive pedagogies within a culture that is so different and,
arguably, distant from the community it serves? How do we develop an
ethos and establish principles which value and respect individual differ-
ences? How do we effect real change when many are resistant to it? How
do we establish a culture in which talking, listening, collaboration and
respect underpin practice? These are some very challenging, fundamental
issues and underline how crucial it is to view action research as an ‘ongoing
professional commitment’ through which greater understanding and insight
on such issues can be reached (Bassey, 1995, p. 47).

Was the overall aim of the research achieved, and to what extent were
the research questions answered? It was when I was reflecting on this that
Corbett’s view of measuring effectiveness in terms of quality assurance
seemed particularly relevant to my own research. It is all about ‘assessing
the quality of student experience’ and how as a school we ‘respond to indi-
vidual need’ (Corbett, 2001, p. 95). We have, I feel, through the actions
implemented, just begun to explore in depth the questions raised from a
number of perspectives and in doing so have not only improved practice
within the boundaries of our focus, but identified other questions, which
will form an integral part in the process of transforming culture and prac-
tice in the school. These questions are, however, open-ended, in that there
are no definitive or easy answers and we will need to continue revisiting
them as a ‘measure of quality learning’.

As a result of the research, we have as a team developed new approaches,
systems, practices and an evaluation framework that we would argue provide
a more co-ordinated, collaborative approach but which we see as the begin-
ning of and only a part of an evolving process.

This is a process that crosses traditional boundaries in teaching. It is
about a holistic approach, a ‘connective pedagogy’ (Corbett, 2001) and
‘blended services’ (Carrington and Elkins, 2002), underpinned by a construc-
tivist curriculum, centred around the knowledge, personal history and
culture of the students. The place of voice and listening is, of course, central
to this process and I think we are only at the very beginning, in our school,
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of exploring and finding ways of ensuring not only that we hear the voices
of the students, their parents and the community, but that we take them
seriously. This process also has at its core emotional understanding and
collaboration, based on respect, openness to critical debate and reflection
through which more inclusive approaches to difference can be explored.
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‘We like to talk and we like
someone to listen’
Cultural difference and minority
voices as agents of change

Mary Clifton

Educational strategies and guidance are often developed by applying ‘exper-
tise’ and particular kinds of knowledge in accordance with established ‘good
practice’ from a professional perspective. How inclusive are those strategies
from the perspective of the pupils? Educationalists committed to equality
and to widening participation constantly strive to encourage the development
of an ‘inclusive ethos and curriculum’ within schools, but what does this 
actually mean? Inclusion within the education system must not only support
every pupil’s basic human right to education but also ensure that each pupil
feels that education to be accessible and relevant to them and that their 
cultural and linguistic identity is valued. Booth suggests that inclusion
involves the wider community, cultures and identities, and acceptance of the
value and diversity of pupils. He argues that inclusion, and thereby partici-
pation, in the education system is more than simply access to education:

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

(Booth, 2003, p. 2)

Pupils’ individual identities need to be reflected in the school environ-
ment and the curriculum, and the diversity of students’ lives and cultures
celebrated as an enriching resource for schools and the communities to
which they belong.

The small research project discussed here took place in ‘Homesvale’. The
local education authority is made up of a metropolitan borough which 
consists of nine towns with an overall population of over 370,000. The largest
town, ‘Carketown’ (population 120,000) is in the southern part of the 
borough, flanked by three smaller rural townships which make up the most
affluent part of the area. The northern part of the borough has five small
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industrial towns, which are closely linked geographically and historically.
The LEA has a pupil population of over 64,000 and within its schools there
is a minority ethnic population of 25 per cent. Sixty-nine schools have 
percentages of minority ethnic pupils which are high enough to attract 
funding from the Ethnic Minority Achievement Grant (EMAG) and have
trained additional staff in school working to support all minority ethnic
pupils ‘at risk of underachievement’. There are seventeen additional schools
with significantly growing numbers of minority ethnic pupils who are 
supported by Ethnic Minority Achievement (EMA) Advisers and Consultants
from the LEA central team. All other schools are supported on a request basis.
Teacher Co-ordinators support a small number of Traveller pupils and around
230 pupils in LEA schools who are refugees or seeking asylum. In the 
past two years we have had an increased number of requests from schools 
to support pupils from many other countries who have come to live in the
area for a variety of reasons. These pupils are often linguistically isolated in
that no one in their family speaks English and no one in the area, or school,
speaks their language. I work as an EMA consultant and one of my respon-
sibilities is for the support and induction of what are described as ‘isolated
learners’ into school.

In principle all these pupils have an equal right to education and we
have a duty and a commitment to make that education as accessible as
possible. In order to maintain the level of support that schools require we
decided to develop a document with the purpose of providing effective
guidance and promoting strategies for the inclusion of ‘isolated learners’
into the education system.

Overview of the project

In this chapter I will explore one aspect of a participatory action research
project concerning how the involvement of marginalised voices was used as
a contributory factor in developing and managing change. I will explore
that process of change and how these seldom heard voices influenced the
perceptions of systems and strategies, which led to the development of an
LEA policy and guidance document for use in schools.

The initial process of talking, often informally, to colleagues and those
concerned with the focus area of the research was crucial in terms of raising
questions and defining the purpose and parameters of the project. In addi-
tion, these discussions helped to ensure data collection and evaluation were
manageable and set within practical time limitations.

The nature of this research project involved more than simply facilitating
and planning action, which can then be transformed into a written guid-
ance document. It also involved the investigation of cultural beliefs and
perceptions and the way they interact with professional practices. In this
case the LEA as the (powerful) ‘outsider’ is involved as part of a commitment
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to enhancing the experience of education for all, including staff development.
The action taken as a consequence of reflection on the situation is important.
Henry and Kemmis (1985) also suggest that outsiders can provide ‘legit-
imising rituals’ which give recognition and status to what is achieved, in
this case facilitating the participation of seldom heard voices.

Our team started out to simply review the literature produced by other
LEAs and amalgamate what we considered to be the best features and
practices of each. We wanted to produce a guidance document which would
seek to ensure that pupils are not marginalised, and that they are provided
with the best situation to facilitate their learning. I needed to consider
whether the guidance we were constructing met the requirements and aspi-
rations as perceived by pupils themselves. What are the pupils’ priorities?
Surely these considerations are prime ones if we accept that optimal learning
conditions exist only when the learner feels safe and accepted as an equal.

‘Isolated learners’

The welcome and support given to learners, who may be culturally and
linguistically isolated, by schools in the LEA have been generally very posi-
tive, but they are varied. In many cases pupils and staff have welcomed
new arrivals, responding to the language, learning and social needs of the
pupil and celebrating the diversity of culture and languages in their school.
However, although the Teacher Co-ordinator for Refugee and Asylum Seeker
pupils is notified when children come to live in Homesvale, other pupils
may be absorbed into the education system without schools notifying the
authority. Schools or parents alert us only when a ‘problem’ is perceived or
support required for newly arrived students.

The effectiveness of the induction period can be monitored from the
perspective of a professional, but we have very little evidence other than
apocryphal anecdotes about how pupils themselves perceive their school.
This raises questions about the assumptions and practices of our services
and support systems. We recognise that the support and resources we provide
are patchy. Bilingual resources are difficult to find in some minority
languages and may take weeks to arrive from the publisher or book supplier.
Often pupils are placed in schools where there are no specialist EMA teachers
or support staff. When schools give a positive welcome, we are able to place
children in schools very quickly. Our initial aim of providing part-time
support for the first four to six weeks after admission into school to facil-
itate a smooth induction faced difficulties. Finding appropriate bilingual
classroom support assistants can be extremely difficult and, in addition, 
the stricter regulations pertaining to police checks mean that a pupil could
be in school for weeks or months before a bilingual curriculum support
assistant can be provided. It is against this background that the process of
policy writing and the development of LEA guidance on strategies for 
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induction and access to the curriculum for schools, especially those without
specialist EMA staff, have been initiated.

Differences between primary and secondary
experience

It was evident, on the basis of my observations and discussions with
colleagues, that the secondary schools needed greater support, both for their
‘isolated’ pupils and for their teachers, than the primary schools. Much of
the guidance published by LEAs is very similar and represents, in principal,
good strategies and procedures for admission as well as advice for teachers,
with examples of good classroom practice. There is an abundance of prac-
tical activities for primary pupils but less for those pupils of secondary age.
The systems, cultures and practices in primary and secondary education
differ. Instruction and explanation in a primary classroom are often more
visual and practical than in a secondary classroom, where many teachers
rely more on ‘chalk and talk’ to get their teaching points and instructions
across. The teaching styles of primary teachers lend themselves more readily
to the needs of learners new to English and to the education system.

During a consultation meeting with EMA Co-ordinators (all secondary
practitioners) in which I hoped to draw on their expertise and good prac-
tice, it emerged that some felt a ready-made pack of worksheets was necessary
in order to alleviate the need for mainstream teachers to differentiate the
curriculum for one pupil. Such a view did not support the development of
inclusive practice if individual pupils at various stages of English language
acquisition were going to be fully and equitably included in lessons. A real
danger in introducing a free-standing work pack is that pupils might be
left to work alone and with few opportunities for interacting or discussing
their work with their peers. To construct a pack, which would facilitate
inclusion in specific lessons covering all subjects and year groups, and rele-
vant to all schools, would be an insurmountable task. Having made this
judgement based on reflection on the different issues involved, the following
questions arose. What do pupils themselves want when they enter the school
for the first time? Do pupils want to be included in lessons as far as possible,
as soon as they enter the school system, or do they feel ill equipped for
such a step? It became apparent to me that I needed to access the views
of pupils themselves. By accessing the insider perspectives of pupils joining
the education system at secondary level I hoped to be able to reflect on
some of the issues raised in relation to our present practice.

Language acquisition and inclusion

The teachers involved in accepting new arrivals from other cultures into
their classes had raised the concern that learning cannot take place until
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pupils are fluent English-speakers. However, pupils’ attitudes to second
language learning and motivation are of prime importance. Language
develops as a means of communication, through the need to understand
and respond to other people, rather than the learning of a new language
being a separate focus or end in itself. The DfES (2003) consultation docu-
ment Aiming High adheres to the view that pupils’ English language
development is best served within a mainstream class context: ‘There is
general agreement amongst EAL specialists that pupils learn English most
effectively in a mainstream situation where bilingual pupils are supported
in acquiring English across the curriculum alongside English-speaking
pupils’ (DfES, 2003, p. 29).

Good teaching involves communication in ways which are understand-
able by all learners, including non-verbal language. In addition to exploring
ideas and aspects of a particular subject area, it prepares the learner for ‘real
life’ communication situations. It is generally accepted that effective
language acquisition is generated by a desire to communicate rather than
merely through formal teaching approaches. An understanding of these
considerations is important but the perspectives of pupils are crucial, both
in terms of informing future practice, and in terms of building inclusive
relationships in school based on democratic principles.

Insider perspectives

Accessing pupils’ views is not necessarily straightforward. Moore and
Sixsmith (2000) argue that observation and non-verbal communication are
important in accessing the perspectives of those who are not able to express
themselves easily through the usual channels in a given context. By being
able to identify with elements of an insider’s perspective it is possible to
develop understanding and a sense of empathy, which, in turn, help to
inform our judgements and, importantly, begin to understand a situation
from a different viewpoint. Pupils’ voices talking about experiences when
starting school are seldom heard, especially when communication is diffi-
cult. The methodology that I decided to use involved observation and
informal interviews followed by reflective conversations with critical friends.

Sensitivity and care are needed throughout the process of accessing chil-
dren’s perspectives. The initial difficulty in gaining access to, and recording
and interpreting, the views of a pupil who has very little English is obvi-
ously one of communication but there are also other underlying barriers
relating to culture and trust. As an interviewer I have an interpretive role,
which naturally will be influenced by my own culture, personal perspective
and professional agenda. The pupil may feel frustrated that they are unable
to express their feelings clearly. In the course of my work I have observed
reluctance on the part of young people to speak through a third party. If
the interpreter is from the same culture as the pupil the appropriateness of
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any criticisms made by pupils is sometimes edited during translation. This
issue needs to be carefully explained to an interpreter before the interview.
The pupil needs to develop a sense of trust with the adult interviewer and
any interpreter present, as they may feel uncomfortable speaking frankly in
what may seem to be an inappropriate way in front of an older person from
their own culture.

Selecting participants

Because of some of the difficulties mentioned above, and because of the
range of languages which would need to be translated, and the number of
schools involved, pupils were not asked to fill in a questionnaire seeking
their opinions. This approach might also have led to superficial answers. In
a larger-scale research project looking at the development of inclusive prac-
tice across a school, drawing, for example, on the strategies suggested in
the Index for Inclusion (2002), it is possible to gauge the perceptions of all
those involved in a school, from pupils, teaching and ancillary staff to
parents and governors. In this case the pupils with whom I am concerned
are small in number and are in different schools, although the range of
ages, cultures and languages is large.

To illustrate the issues raised concerning insider perspectives in the
context of the overall research project, I have primarily drawn on the expe-
riences of Dell, a pupil I know well. I have been able to observe interaction
between her and her teachers and peers and also to observe how the members
of the Senior Management Team (SMT) responsible for admissions have
received her into school. I also sought the retrospective views of a critical
friend who came to England seven years ago. The perceptions of these young
people are supported by evidence from others with whose situations I have
become familiar over the past three years and from teachers who have been
part of their induction into the school.

An interview with Dell

Dell is a 12 year old Thai pupil with whom I had worked over a period
of six months at the time of the interview. A good relationship had also
developed with Mark, who had been giving Dell part-time bilingual support
in the classroom over a six-week period prior to our interview. The informal
interview took the form of a review of Dell’s first two terms at secondary
school and the information was added to existing notes of conversations
and observations, which had been made since her arrival in England. I had
previously discussed the idea with Dell’s Head of Year as a possible way
to help us improve strategies for inclusion. The school had made positive
efforts to include Dell in a class that, it was thought, would provide good
peer support, and this had apparently been successful. Several meetings had
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taken place where Dell was present either with the Head of Year and myself
or with the bilingual support worker, Mark, and myself. This ensured that
Dell was not alarmed by the situation of being given the opportunity to
talk openly to the adults who were making decisions about her progress or
daily routines. Open-ended questions were used as far as possible and the
format was that of a conversation, with the use of Thai when Dell had 
difficulty expressing herself in English and as a means of eliciting a more
detailed response. It is difficult as an adult not to lead the questions as part
of a wider adult agenda and this dilemma is an element which needs careful
consideration. Dell also perceives me as a ‘teacher’ and however relaxed our
relationship our very different situations must make barriers in terms of
sharing information and points of view. Barriers of experience and culture
also exist between us. Dell had experienced a very formal education system
in Thailand in which teachers are highly respected and do not seek the
opinions of their pupils on educational matters. She was also experiencing
a huge change in culture and surroundings from the tropical landscape and
climate of rural Thailand to an urban landscape set in a northern English
winter. These were all issues which I had to bear in mind.

During the interview Dell expressed concern primarily with the attitudes
(as she perceives them) of the teacher and her peers rather than the strate-
gies or differentiated work that would support her learning, whereas as a
professional I was primarily concerned with her ‘access to the curriculum’
framed in possibly narrow terms relating to pedagogy. It was necessary for
me to revise my professional judgement as to the priorities of her needs.
Dell did see learning as a very important part of her induction period; 
she knew how her learning could be supported and she generally relied on
peers to help with this. However, she was also frustrated and worried 
by this and she did not relish having to rely on others. She admitted that
at first she had been a bit scared of Claire, a pupil who had been asked to
‘look after’ Dell when she first started at the school, and had seen herself
as a burden:

DELL: I started school in January. It was very cold. I thought it was so OK.
Mrs Anton said to Claire to look after me. I was scared of Claire,
because all the time she make me feel she’s bored at me. But now I
can understand English and I not scared of Claire now. I think it hard
for Claire to teach a girl who don’t know English. But I still scared of
Claire. I try to go away with other friends so Claire not bored.

An example of Dell’s uncertainty being sensitively supported by her peer
group occurred during her second week in school, when she admitted to
me that the sticky yellow rice that had been given to her by her mother
for lunch a couple of days earlier had flowed out of its paper bag all over
her new exercise books. I helped her remove the worst of it but then was
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told by the form teacher that providing a new set of books would not be
possible. Dell was mortified but her peer group decided that they would
speak to individual subject teachers on her behalf and try to obtain a new
set of books. The form teacher had been very welcoming and supportive
when Dell joined the school but this lack of empathy demonstrated how
little understanding there was of Dell’s situation and how utterly strange
every facet of life must feel to her. As time went on and I started to listen
to Dell I began to form a clearer picture of her view of the world and the
issues, difficulties and ‘triumphs’ which are important to her.

Support for Dell

As Thai is a rare language in the LEA we were unable to provide any bilin-
gual support for Dell until she had been in school for a term and, as
mentioned above, she relied heavily on a group of girls who had been asked
to be her ‘buddies’. I had spent time observing Dell and her buddy group
in class and it was evident that Dell’s ability to access the curriculum was
largely due to the support of four girls rather than the class teachers or
mainstream support staff. The girls made sure Dell had the right equip-
ment for lessons, called for her each day and accompanied her to school.
They simplified teacher instructions and gave her opportunities to practise
answers before answering in front of the full class. One of the girls, Claire,
was skilled at simplifying texts and explaining technical vocabulary to Dell,
and it was Claire rather than the teacher who had given Dell this support
during the lessons:

DELL: I [used to] follow Claire and copy her work. Now I don’t copy Claire.
I use my brain. I listen and ask Claire what it means. We use my
machine [electronic translator] if my sister not got it. I use my brain
and try hard.

The following extract from a conversation between Dell, Mark and myself
illustrates the importance of the peer group and that, despite her difficul-
ties, she felt happy about her welcome into school. It also shows that Dell
recognises the need for bilingual support and differentiated work. She under-
stands that she is really only just beginning to get the gist of the content
of lessons:

M.C.: Have your friends helped you?
DELL: Yes, good friends . . . Claire, Alice, Sonia and Linda. They help me,

and my Mum happy because I got friends. . . . I like school in England
better. When I came England I can’t speak English. Now I can. I
understand a little bit in lessons. In History we had to do about six
wife of Henry VIII. I got an A!
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M.C.: Well done! Your English is getting very good now. How could we
have made it easier for you when you first started school in England?
[Question translated into Thai by Mark]

DELL: Having Mark help me.
MARK: I speak less and less Thai to Dell now. . . . At first I spoke Thai

with her all the time. I think she was relieved to have a proper conver-
sation with someone. I had to translate more for her. It would have
been useful to have had lesson planning and key vocabulary in advance.

The issue of ensuring that Dell had key vocabulary in advance so that she
had time to familiarise herself with the words and understand their meaning
was a constant battle with some members of staff. Observation and discus-
sions suggest that the differentiation of tasks and the pre-teaching of tech-
nical vocabulary were not perceived by some teachers as part of their role.

Dell had progressed very well in the development of her English language
and was able to communicate some of her ideas and ask questions, but it
was evident from classroom observations that she was getting very little
support from staff. In one lesson it was apparent that she had been given
neither a textbook nor an exercise book to use in the lessons that she
attended during her first term in school. When this was queried the teacher
claimed that she was waiting for Dell to learn English so that she could
start teaching her the subject. Dell was able to understand the required
geographical task about using co-ordinates to retrieve information from
maps, without assistance. It seemed that no credit was given to Dell’s prior
knowledge and understanding. This was also illustrated later in the summer
term when Dell had a poor result in her Science test. After discussion with
Mark it was felt that this was not a true reflection of Dell’s ability in
Science and that she should not be moved from the top to the lowest Science
set as was proposed by her Science teacher. It was arranged that Mark would
translate the test into Thai and the outcome would then be part of the
review of Dell’s placement in a Science set. Dell’s consequent high level of
performance in the translated test changed the attitude of the Science teacher
towards her.

M.C.: How did Dell get on with the Science test you were going to translate?
MARK: Excellent, and it proved a point to Mr P. He recognises that she is

there now. Some teachers don’t.
DELL: I could not understand the science test. I can do the work but I can’t

understand the question wanting me to do.
M.C.: What about the teachers?
DELL: Not everybody helpful. Some teachers do not speak to me. Sometimes

they can’t understand me, so they don’t speak to me. I tried to talk to
them but I am shy . . . in Science we get key words and he explain to
me now, not before. Nobody others do that.
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Dell’s experiences and her own determination to succeed have been instru-
mental in proving her abilities are greater than might be suggested by her
level of attainment in English. Greater guidance needs to be given to staff
who have not worked with new arrivals and are unsure how to overcome
the barriers to learning encountered by pupils such as Dell. This seems to
be an issue of some contention, as schools feel overburdened with staff meet-
ings already. The offer of an extra meeting to give training at short notice
was met with reluctance by Dell’s secondary school, as meeting agendas are
set well in advance. However, training to increase teachers’ knowledge and
confidence is a priority area of policy and guidance, which needs addressing
thoroughly. As teachers we must not only develop good practice but must
also be aware that the individual child has a human right to education and
this must be fulfilled. The duty to do this is clearly set out in the inclu-
sion statement of the National Curriculum and is quoted in the document
Respect for All:

The inclusion statement in the National Curriculum for England
describes schools’ responsibility to provide a curriculum that meets the
specific needs of individuals and groups of pupils. The statement
provides examples of how this responsibility can be met. It sets out
three principles that are essential for teachers and schools to follow
when developing an inclusive curriculum:
• setting suitable learning challenges;
• responding to pupils’ diverse learning needs;
• overcoming potential barriers to learning and assessment for indi-

viduals and groups of pupils.
(QCA, 2002)

The statement not only defines schools’ responsibility to groups of pupils
but also to the specific needs of individuals. This does not always require
additional time or funding but does require an empathetic attitude and a
commitment to developing inclusive practices.

Adult reflections on childhood experiences

After reflecting on the experiences of Dell and others and the issues which
are of prime and immediate importance to them, I wondered whether percep-
tions of the importance of educational experiences change with time. As
students become more familiar with the systems and expectations of society,
do the aspects which caused anxiety at an earlier time fade into insignifi-
cance? I asked Alo, a 19 year old Nigerian Law student, to act as a critical
friend. She shared her experiences of coming to England in the 1990s at
the age of 12, and reflected on whether she felt that her perceptions had
changed as she had matured and had become more familiar with life in
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England. Alo had spoken about her memories of starting school in England,
some of which had horrified me personally and as a ‘professional’, but those
aspects were not the ones which seemed high on Alo’s agenda. For example,
on her first day her form teacher had declared that her name Abialo was
far too difficult to contemplate using in school so she should make a choice
to be either known in school as ‘Abi’ or ‘Alo’. She chose the second syllable
of her name. Alo said that her mother was angered by this meaningless
choice but Alo did not see it as particularly important.

Alo’s sense of identity is linked closely with her African heritage and
this was the part of her life which caused her to fight her way through the
early days of school in England.

My first few days of school in the UK were extremely ‘temperamental’,
to say the least. I got into many fights, usually because of things people
had said to me about being from Africa. The perception that being
from a ‘Third World’ country made me in some way stupid or inca-
pable of comprehension greatly annoyed, as well as dismayed, me. I
thought it was wrong for people to think any less of me because I was
foreign, but I couldn’t make them understand that, so unfortunately I
thought I’d knock some sense into them – literally!

(Abialo, 2002)

Later she realised that the actions of her fellow students were because of
‘childish ignorance’ and had managed to depersonalise the experience. Her
perceptions had mellowed over time but she did recognise that her expe-
riences were to some extent instrumental in her present attitude towards
people.

Perceptions of race and ethnicity

Race and ethnicity of different groups are perceived differently; some stereo-
typical perceptions are more ‘positive’ than others. Alo expressed the view
that her African heritage gave her the perceived stereotype of stupidity. In
contrast, Dell’s Thai ethnicity identified her, for some, with a stereotype 
of sweetness and a ‘doll-like’ quality by a teacher at her school: ‘She’s no 
trouble and I am sure she won’t be . . . Thai people are OK, aren’t they? They
don’t cause trouble. She looks bright . . . a pretty little girl.’

Hamid, on the other hand, as an 11 year old Albanian Kosovan, was 
initially seen as a European and therefore ‘like one of us’ by the white pupils
in his school but was treated with suspicion by some fellow Muslim 
pupils and rejected as not being a ‘proper Muslim’. His friendly character,
quick mind and enviable football skills soon earned him the respect of all 
his peers. This respect was later put under strain when his father was 
detained in prison after the failure of his appeal for refugee status, a situation
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compounded by negative reporting about asylum seekers in the press. Hamid
then became seen as a boy from a criminal family who were part of the
‘Eastern European drift’ to the West of ‘scroungers’ and, like Alo, initially
felt the only way to counteract the bullies was to fight back. He was then
well supported by his school, which acted to address the issue with his peers.

The different perceptions of, and behaviour towards, particular groups
can make a great deal of difference to the experiences of pupils joining UK
schools, as can be seen in Floella Benjamin’s autobiography Coming to
England:

One day the teacher who took us for English asked me to read a passage
from a book, so I stood up and read in my most lyrical Trinidadian accent
– but in mid-flow she shouted, ‘Stop, you guttersnipe. If you want to
stay in my class and be understood by everyone you will learn to speak
the Queen’s English.’ I was devastated. I started to cry, not because she
called me a guttersnipe – she called everyone that – but because I was
being stripped of my identity in front of the whole class. . . .

(Benjamin, 1995, p. 79)

The suppression of cultural identity and devaluing of heritage language
precludes true inclusion – if you cannot celebrate your whole self and feel
it is valued and respected within the school or workplace, how can you 
feel fully included by that institution?

The pupils we are aiming to support are often at a very vulnerable point
when their sense of cultural identity is challenged. None of the pupils in
this study had any choice about leaving their homes and moving to England.
All of them identified strongly and positively with their ‘home’ culture
regardless of the circumstances which caused them to leave. For example,
Hamid observed:

In Kosova the books were much thicker than this. The books were
more difficult and we read a big, thick book every day. We worked
much harder in school.

(Hamid – while reading a text during the 
Literacy Hour, Year 6 KS2)

Attitudes, support and the link with inclusion

How pupils’ status and ethnicity are perceived, and how pupils themselves
perceive the attitudes of their peers and teachers, are crucial factors in the
successful inclusion of pupils into school life. I witnessed an example of
this difference when the three younger members of a family seeking asylum
were quickly and happily settled into a primary school. The children spoke
no English but were welcomed by staff and peers. They progressed rapidly
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and soon began to learn essential phases for everyday classroom communi-
cation. Their elder brothers, who understood and spoke a little English,
had a different experience. Their designated secondary school was unwilling
to admit them without checking the legality of their right to education in
the United Kingdom and the provision of a bilingual Classroom Support
Assistant. No bilingual support was available in their particular language
at the time, consequently the two boys started half a term later than their
younger siblings. A full staff meeting was called and LEA representatives
were asked to answer staff concerns. The boys were deemed by some staff
to be a ‘Health and Safety issue’ on the grounds, they argued, that they
would not be able to tell staff when they needed to visit the toilet. Happily
once admitted the other pupils in their class and members of staff made
them very welcome.

This again affirms how the support of fellow pupils and a positive and
open attitude on the part of staff are crucial to the successful admission
and inclusion of all pupils. Being accepted socially within a group and
feeling included by that group is necessary before learning can take place
in the classroom. Alo had a difficult experience with some other pupils and
staff but Dell was welcomed and owes much of her rapid progress in English
language development to fellow students rather than the ‘provision’ avail-
able. Although the initial perception of the school is that it is ‘welcoming’,
there is still a need for a considerable cultural shift in terms of attitudes
and practices at all levels of the school organisation.

Discussion: how will pupils’ views affect policy?

In this chapter I have discussed some of the practical and attitudinal diffi-
culties relating to inclusion experienced by pupils, schools and local
authorities which have serious implications for children’s rights. The pupils
interviewed want to be included and accepted by their peers and teachers
and they want to participate fully in the school community. They don’t
want to be perceived as outsiders, and the need to listen to the pupil’s voice
is paramount in making changes to policy, culture and practice. Gillborn
and Youdell (2000) recognise that solutions which work towards removing
inequalities need to be addressed on the macro-level, through legislation,
policy and guidance, but also on the micro-level, as individuals, both staff
and pupils, can make significant differences to young people’s lives.
Participatory action research is very much concerned with the reality of
what actually happens in an organisation and how the interactions and
values of people there impact upon their day-to-day activities and rela-
tionships. As Gilborn and Youdell note, ‘an individual teacher can make
an enormous difference to the lives of hundreds of young people’ (2000, 
p. 221). It is at this micro-level that by listening to the insider perspec-
tive of pupils and teachers we recognise the need to make radical changes
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in cultural practices in schools, not only with reference to pupils such as
those who have contributed to this project, but to school communities as
a whole. We need to develop a listening culture in which the views of all
members are considered important in bringing about change.

Schools in the authority who exhibit the ‘least exclusive’ practices in rela-
tion to pupils arriving from other cultures are often those who are supported
by EMAG funding and who have specialist additional EMA staff, but not
exclusively. In general it is those schools with an empathetic approach to
all pupils, recognising that social acceptance and inclusive participation are
essential contributory factors in the learning experience. The Ofsted report
Evaluating Educational Inclusion emphasises the need to identify, monitor
and evaluate pupils’ needs and progress, and for practical and sensitive steps
to be taken in order to meet the individual needs of pupils:

An educationally inclusive school is one in which the teaching and 
learning, achievements, attitudes and well-being of every young person 
matter. . . . This does not mean treating all pupils in the same way. Rather
it involves taking account of pupils’ varied life experiences and needs.

(Ofsted, 2000, p. 7)

One of the issues which must be reflected in policy and guidance is to
ensure that teachers see each pupil as having an equal right to education,
and in order to support that, the amount of time given specifically to each
pupil may not be equal. The question of how the ‘right’ is understood is
not always answered in ways which recognise individual differences.

In seeking the insider perspectives of the pupils as part of a wider project,
some common threads emerge. The importance of the peer group is para-
mount. This confirms the professional opinion in our LEA that the first 
priority for the successful welcoming of pupils into school is to establish a
supportive peer network. The stereotypes and possibly negative percep-
tions teachers have of pupils must be challenged and account must be taken
of the previous experiences and prior knowledge of pupils. However, I found
the most powerful elements in this project are the voices of the pupils 
themselves. They demonstrate a clear understanding of the difficulties 
faced by schools and by themselves and willingness to work hard to over-
come them. As teachers we must respect their opinions and facilitate their
right to education. As one 13 year old African boy commented to me, ‘We
like to talk and we like someone to listen.’
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Ordinary teachers, ordinary
struggles
Including children with social and
communication difficulties in everyday
classroom life

Kathy Charles

This chapter focuses on the possibilities which the use of research action
in the classroom can offer mainstream teachers struggling to maximise the
inclusion of children experiencing difficulty in the everyday milieu of school
life. The research focused on an individual child, Joe, a Year 4 pupil who
was experiencing difficulty connecting with many aspects of both learning
and social life. I was immersed in debates surrounding inclusive education
at the time when Joe first came to my attention because I was involved in
a continuing professional development course at a local university and this,
together with initial engagement with the Index for Inclusion (Booth et al.,
2002) in the workplace, focused my thinking on the identification of barriers
to participation for particular pupils at risk of exclusion in the learning
environment. Joe was experiencing difficulties and I was aware that he
would feel uncomfortable if expected to articulate his views and feelings
about what was happening to him. I realised a radical approach to accessing
his perspectives would be required and began to think about developing
possible strategies for accessing his views. My aim was to use research action
to find out more about Joe’s perspective and subsequently help bring about
increasingly inclusive practice in the classroom.

Researching Joe

Most teaching and support staff who knew Joe were able to offer their 
personal views on his difficulties and behaviour patterns. I chose, however,
to harness the expertise of other children in the class to help elicit Joe’s own
views. I decided to supplement insights provided by other children with
observation of Joe’s participation in the learning environment and to build
into the study a focus on planned interventions. As I was a busy classroom
teacher with only limited time available to conduct what would have to be
a small-scale study, I opted to focus specifically on researching Joe’s involve-
ment in only one aspect of the curriculum, the Literacy Hour. The outcomes
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of the project, in both enhancing access to the views of a less articulate child
and facilitating interventions to increase his connection with learning, may
have wider implications for the promotion of inclusive practice in other areas
of the teaching and learning curriculum in mainstream schools.

Joe’s difficulties and differences had been evident to teaching staff through-
out his time in school and as he progressed into Key Stage 2 he was experi-
encing increasing difficulty in engaging with many aspects of school life. The
concern expressed by his class teachers had originally centred on Joe’s lack of
social ease, and his apparently poor understanding of the rules of simple
games, his inability to share with other children or accommodate them in his
play, and his frequent tantrums when he was not able to have his own way.
Joe appeared quite content with his solitary play and enjoyed the company
of adults, often engaging in lengthy conversations with them, provided the
topic was of his own choosing. Initially these traits were attributed to Joe
not having attended a nursery or pre-school and being an only child of very
attentive parents. The concern expressed by Joe’s teachers at this stage focused
on perceived problems and deficits associated with Joe himself, rather than
with the school’s own culture and practices.

As he moved through the school Joe’s obvious distress, confusion and frus-
tration with many aspects of his life in school became evident through an
increase in emotional outbursts, defiance and general unhappiness. Eventually
Joe’s parents were persuaded to allow the school to seek advice from a vari-
ety of outside support agencies. The professional assessment identified Joe’s
difficulties in the area of language processing, communication and social
skills frequently associated with what is described as ‘autistic spectrum 
disorder’. Funding was made available for classroom support from an experi-
enced Learning Support Assistant, and it was agreed that school staff could
receive training to enable a more focused approach to Joe’s learning.

It was during the early years of Joe’s time in school that the National
Literacy and Numeracy Strategies were introduced, with their prescriptive,
direct, whole-class teaching content. In seeking a structure to help raise
achievement, the school adopted both strategies in a fairly rigid manner
and the Literacy and Numeracy Hour became a feature of each school day.
The efficacy of these government-led initiatives for the teaching of pupils
with special educational needs has been widely debated (Corbett, 2000;
Wearmouth and Solar, 2001) and varying opinions have been expressed.
For Joe, and several other pupils in the school, it quickly became apparent
that this more structured teaching strategy constituted a barrier to their
participation in the learning environment.

Watching Joe

During the year Joe spent in my own class I was very aware of his increasing
inability to cope with these structured lessons. He found the initial section

1111
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
1011
1
2
13
4
5
6
7
8
9
20111
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
30111
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
40111
1
2
3
44111

Ordinary teachers, ordinary struggles 93



of the Literacy Hour particularly hard to cope with and, often, would not 
join in the shared reading or direct teaching aspects of the lesson. Although
a variety of strategies were tried in an attempt to engage his attention, Joe
found it impossible to focus for any length of time on the shared text or any
teaching activities. He would frequently become distracted by noises outside
the classroom, small pieces of fluff or dirt on the carpet or a particular phrase
used by either myself or another child, which he would then repeat over and
over. Joe’s difficulty in understanding and following instructions created 
an enormous barrier to his engagement with independent tasks and he was
often left sitting on the carpet while others moved to their tables.

Observation of a student teacher in Joe’s class allowed me the opportu-
nity to assess Joe’s participation in the Literacy Hour in Key Stage 2. Being
able to take time to stand back and watch him gave me several insights
into his learning and development. Little progress was evident in his ability
to engage with the teaching content of the lesson or with the specific activ-
ities involved in the Literacy Hour. Following discussion with the teaching
assistant and student teacher it was decided that the Literacy Hour would
be the most appropriate focus for intervention, as it was here that Joe’s
difficulties with engagement were most obvious.

An initial observation was conducted during a literacy lesson in which
no additional adult support was available to him. I noticed that Joe joined
his peers on the carpet in preparation for the shared reading section of the
Literacy Hour. No social contact with other children was evident. Joe’s rela-
tive isolation was very noticeable amidst the general chatter and pushing
as the children took their places. Joe sat with head down, his gaze fixed
on his fingers, which he drummed repeatedly on his knees. He had been
allocated a specific place near the class teacher, a strategy which had 
been recommended in order to facilitate reminders for him to attend to the
teaching activity and focus on any instructions given. On the first occasion
when I observed Joe, several children became aware that he was not sitting
in this allocated place and began, with increasing volume, to both inform
the teacher of this and instruct Joe to move. His reaction was to remove
himself from the group and sit under a table with his back to the teacher.

The activity of shared reading also created difficulties for Joe. As texts
were distributed he approached the group, remaining on the periphery, and
then further disruption arose due to Joe’s adamant refusal to share a book
with the child closest to him. Joe eventually kept the book to himself and
spent the session reading a totally unrelated text and he was subsequently
unable to participate in the following class discussion. In spite of prompting
from the class teacher he spent this time engaged in actions such as rocking
with eyes closed and tracing patterns in the carpet. This in turn impacted
on his behaviour during the transition to independent tasks because Joe
was unaware that other children had moved to their tables and clearly had
not registered the instructions given. His attention therefore was given to
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lining up several pencils and counting them repeatedly until the teacher
was available to give individual support and repetition of instructions.
Throughout this lesson Joe’s participation had been minimal and he achieved
no more than to write the date and title at the top of his page, each under-
lined several times.

It appeared obvious, following this observation, that Joe was continuing
to experience a variety of barriers to learning in the Literacy Hour. In many
ways these were related to his difficulties with social interaction and recep-
tive and expressive language, but it was evident that his learning difficulties
needed to be addressed through shifting the focus away from ‘what was
wrong with Joe’ and looking at what needed to be changed about the
management of the literacy hour to make it ‘right for Joe’. Admittedly Joe
had enormous difficulties in focusing and maintaining attention, listening
and processing information, and these problems constituted a major barrier
to Joe’s participation in both the learning and the social environment of
the classroom. But additional barriers to his inclusion lay within the context
of the learning environment and I wanted the research to explore these, so
that some of the blocks to Joe’s learning could start to be removed.

Limitations in terms of the pedagogy associated with the literacy and
numeracy strategies have been mentioned previously and were a source of
concern. In addition, discussion with learning support staff indicated that a
further barrier might have arisen through the negative attitudes of individual
class teachers Joe encountered as he transferred class each year. This view is
supported by research (Avramidis et al., 2000; Croll and Moses, 2000) which
indicates that teacher attitude can be a major influential factor in achieving
successful inclusion. Teacher attitudes may be influenced by a variety of fac-
tors, including the availability of resources, teacher skills and knowledge, or
the level of exposure to pupils with differences and difficulties, and so I take
the view that attitudinal barriers could be dismantled, particularly if staff
gained greater understanding of Joe’s own thoughts and feelings.

The ethos of the school was generally ‘inclusive’ but, as in any organisa-
tion, it was not always possible to account for the attitudes of individual staff
members or to understand the underlying factors contributing to negative
attitudes. However, what was entirely clear was that Joe frequently did not
receive the support, in terms of appropriate differentiation of work or teach-
ing, to allow him to participate fully in the ongoing learning in the class-
room. In fact gaining funding to enable Joe to have the support of a Teaching
Assistant for several hours each week appeared at times to enable class teach-
ers to abdicate their responsibility for his teaching during more structured
lessons, or even to allow his removal from the classroom should his behav-
iour become disruptive. Joe was present in the classroom but was not fully
included in either teaching activities or social interactions. I began to ques-
tion whether the presence of teaching support, or the nature of the support
given, had unintentionally become a further barrier to his participation.
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Having identified these potential barriers to Joe’s learning, a need to bring
about a degree of change in his learning environment was clear. I was increas-
ingly developing a sense of the importance of accessing Joe’s own views. It
seemed to me that the perspectives of children at risk of becoming margin-
alised within schools need to be explored, and teachers working with them
need to develop their own strategies for enabling such children to voice their
feelings, opinions and frustrations. The issue of giving voice to disabled or
marginalised individuals has been widely discussed (Barton, 1997; French
and Swain, 2000) and, whilst being aware that the perspectives of children
at the margins of school life may be difficult to access, the views of these 
children are often those which most urgently need to be voiced, as Moore and
Sixsmith (2000, p. 149) acknowledge: ‘The more negative a child’s experi-
ence of schooling, the more gravity may need to be attached to the task of
helping them to make sense of their own experience.’

Throughout the many discussions with various agencies concerning Joe’s
behaviour, academic achievement and personal needs I became aware that
his own perspectives and opinions on the difficulties he encountered in
school had not been considered in any way. Although the Learning Support
Assistant assigned to support Joe had worked patiently to improve both
his social skills and his inclusion into learning situations, Joe’s own views
on this had never been explicitly sought or used to inform planning. Again
the intense presence of classroom support staff, and their determination to
act as advocates for Joe, may have served to create a barrier in terms of his
ability, and opportunity, to express his own perspective and ideas. This
view is supported by Ainscow, who suggests (2000, p. 77) that ‘the exist-
ence of support may eliminate any consideration of individual’s views on
how practice might be changed to meet their needs’.

We also assumed, led mainly by the attitudes and opinions of his parents,
and possibly our own concepts of educational inclusion at that time, that
Joe would perceive full inclusion and participation in all aspects of school
life as desirable. I now know this may be an erroneous assumption according
to personal accounts of school life written by those who have been assigned
the label ‘autistic spectrum-related difficulties’ (Sainsbury, 2000; Jackson,
2002). The need to bring about change which was led by Joe’s own views
and preferences led me to my specific action research focus and I began to
consider the most effective way of enabling Joe to express his feelings and
give voice to his perspectives on his learning.

Thinking about Joe

I was drawn to the ideas of Dunn (2000), who had reported considerable
success in accessing the perspectives of disabled children by involving their
non-disabled siblings. In Dunn’s study, the prompts of non-disabled siblings
were highly effective in accessing the views of children identified as having
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autistic spectrum disorders. Dunn found that the siblings of children with
the label of autism taking part in her study ‘had strategies for facilitating
easy and effective communication which completely eluded adult facilita-
tors’ (p. 101). I had also read that children who have autistic spectrum-related
difficulties may have difficulty in recalling their own experience of events
without a specific cue or trigger, owing to difficulties in ‘personal episodic’
memory (Jordan and Powell, 1995). The prompts used by children in Dunn’s
study proved far more successful than any adult strategies in facilitating
the recall of specific events and experiences from autistic children and I
began to think that involving other children as facilitators in the process
of accessing Joe’s views might be a sensible way to proceed.

Joe had no siblings but had been in a stable, cohesive and supportive
peer group at school for around five years. Although Joe had never achieved
what could be described as full social inclusion into the group, and had
experienced difficulties with social interaction, his peers had been extremely
tolerant and patient with his unusual behaviour patterns. Lessons such as
PE were always especially distressing for Joe, particularly team games, and
a group of children would often patiently try to explain rules and scoring
systems to him with little effect and then tactfully ignore his resulting
tantrums. Similarly children did not object if Joe were chosen to join their
group for Art or Design and Technology projects, although he frequently
played no constructive part in these activities but would be more likely to
disrupt their work. I hoped to harness this tolerance and understanding
among his peer group in order to facilitate access to Joe’s perspectives and
possibly assist in reducing barriers to his inclusion in the learning situation.

It had also become apparent through experience within the school, when
observing the attitude of older pupils towards children with learning 
difficulties, that some pupils, particularly boys, have a tendency to lose this
tolerant attitude towards less able peers as they move into upper junior
classes. Subsequent experience as an educational psychologist has strength-
ened my view on this, particularly in noting the many negative social
experiences, including bullying, encountered by pupils with similar diffi-
culties to Joe’s when transferring to secondary schools. Erwin (1993, 
p. 217) refers to friendships between non-learning disadvantaged children
as he discusses the change in friendships as they mature. He comments that
these ‘increase in stability with age, particularly reflecting more stable inter-
ests’ and that they also become ‘more likely to be reciprocal’. Any friendships
begun at an early age between a child with difficulties related to the autistic
spectrum and their mainstream peers may be vulnerable to collapse with
maturity owing to the lack of social reciprocity associated with autism 
and also a lack of shared interests. I hoped that involvement in supporting
Joe’s inclusion in school life and gaining insight into his difficulties might,
in some part, reduce this fracture of peer group support as he progresses
through school.
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Finding out more about Joe

The situation I have described lent itself to practitioner-led action research,
as there was a focus on questioning existing practices and a need to bring
about change.

An advantage of the action research approach is that it allows the use of
a number of methodologies for data collection (Rose and Grosvenor, 2001).
However, the approach I took was unusual in positioning Joe’s peers as key
commentators on his experiences and enablers in terms of helping him to
express his views. Drawing on Dunn’s (2000) ideas and experience as an
inspiration and guide, I decided to take an eclectic approach to my research
design, using observations and interviews of varying levels of structure and
formality. A further major advantage of my use of practitioner research in
this situation was the availability of prior knowledge of both pupils and
the learning context and an established rapport and familiarity with staff,
parents and pupils which was particularly enabling during planning and
interviews. The children accepted my presence in the classroom, perhaps
on the assumption that I was there to observe not themselves but the student
teacher on her final teaching practice. This enabled the approach to be one
of comfortable participant observation as described by Rose and Grosvenor
(2001).

In evaluating my initial observation of Joe in a literacy lesson it was
apparent that Joe was experiencing several barriers to his participation in
this learning situation. The reaction of his peers to his reluctance to conform
to specific seating arrangements clearly caused Joe both distress and confu-
sion, and the degree of social interaction required in sharing books demanded
skills beyond his capacity. These difficulties appeared to prevent him from
focusing on, or connecting with, the teaching and learning process.

Corbett (1999) refers to inclusive pedagogy as relating to ‘degrees of
connectedness’: the individual learner being connected with the learning
environment; the classroom culture being connected with all learners. Clearly
Joe was not experiencing this ‘connectedness’ and was not therefore partici-
pating effectively in the learning experience. The next stage was to gain
access to Joe’s own views on the difficulties he experienced during the lesson.

Talking to Joe

To gain access to Joe’s perspective on his experiences in the Literacy Hour
I used an unstructured interview in two situations. First an individual inter-
view was conducted with Joe, followed by a paired interview involving Joe
and another child from the class. The consent of both pupils had been
explicitly sought prior to commencing the study and further explanations
of the purpose of these interviews, together with opportunity for the chil-
dren to ask questions or refuse to participate, formed an introduction to
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the interview procedure. The issue of informed consent was difficult to ratio-
nalise with reference to Joe, owing to his receptive language difficulties.
Lindsay (2000, p. 13) indicates that the need for informed consent is depen-
dent upon the intrusiveness of the study and the level of anonymity present.
As the study was not particularly intrusive in nature, requiring the pupils
to participate in very little activity which could be described as outside 
the normal classroom routine, and full anonymity could be assured in any
documentation, I felt confident to continue.

Tape-recording of the interviews was valuable in analysing this unstruc-
tured data, preserving the natural language used by both children and also
the interactions that occurred during the paired interview. It was particu-
larly enabling in preserving the prompts used by Joe’s peers as a means of
enhancing access to his views. The two children listened to the recordings,
a source of great amusement which increased their motivation to continue
their involvement in the study.

Both interviews supported the view that the level of social interaction
demanded by the lesson was a major cause of distress for Joe. His main
concern appeared to be his position at the front of the class and in close
proximity to other children and the class teacher during shared reading.
He continually repeated the phrase ‘Loud, loud, loud at the front, gives me
the headache.’ When asked the source of the ‘loudness’ he was not able to
explain further but went on unprompted to talk about the story he had
been reading while his peers shared the appropriate text.

A paired interview with Joe and his classmate, Jack, was more successful
in revealing insights into his difficulties. When the issue of ‘loudness’ was
mentioned in relation to Joe’s seating position, Jack’s reference to the other
children shouting at Joe prompted him to reply: ‘They do shout at me but
at the front it is Miss Evan’s voice that is very too loud and makes me not
think.’ A comment from Jack to Joe, ‘You wouldn’t be reading with us any-
way, would you? You was on the wrong page most times . . . and the wrong
story even,’ highlighted the dilemma and confusion Joe experiences in need-
ing support in self-organisation, but being unwilling to commit himself to
the social interaction involved in sharing a book or asking for help.

More structured interviews aimed at gaining the views of the class 
teacher and Learning Support Assistant on the difficulties encountered by
Joe during literacy lessons reinforced those which emerged during the initial
observations and discussions with children. Staff observations on Joe’s behav-
iour included mention of frequent episodes of ‘stubbornness’ and refusal 
to accept adult direction or support. They also referred to his tendency to
disrupt other children both intentionally, through his behaviour, and unin-
tentionally, through his own sensory distractions. These views were
supported by the detailed descriptions of Joe’s behaviour in class given by
Jack. An issue which arose during these interviews was the sense of frus-
tration that Joe experienced as a result of his inability to connect with his
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learning environment and the explicit requirement for social interaction in
the classroom situation.

In response to evidence collected during interviews and observations,
various simple interventions were planned in an attempt to evoke a change
in Joe’s engagement during literacy lessons. These focused on a reduction
of sensory stimulation, less necessity for social interaction and support with
self-organisational skills. Joe’s designated position during ‘carpet time’ was
changed in order to allow him personal space and preferred distance from
sounds which he found loud or disturbing while still remaining in view of
the class teacher. Sufficient classroom resources, such as books, were made
available so that Joe did not have to share with another child.

The awareness and insight into Joe’s difficulties demonstrated by his
classmate Jack, together with Joe’s responses to his prompts during inter-
view, suggested the possibility of Jack’s further involvement in collaboration.
Having discussed this with Jack and his parents and obtained their agree-
ment, Jack was to be responsible for reminding Joe of his seating position,
and to check his page occasionally during ‘shared reading’ to prevent Joe
from losing his place. Peer guidance was also introduced at the start of
individual tasks. Jack was to check that Joe had the resources necessary and
that he had some idea of the content of the task. He was not expected to
support Joe in any formal way, but to inform the class teacher of any
apparent problems in order that she could then intervene when appropriate.

However, awareness of the responsibility and demands which this might
place upon an individual pupil (Erwin, 1993) led me to restrict Jack’s role
to two literacy lessons per week. These strategies were discussed with pupils,
as well as the class teacher and Learning Support Assistant. One week was
allowed for the interventions to be practised before any further observation
or interview occurred. The class teacher was asked to keep brief informal
notes on any changes noted in Joe’s behaviour and participation during
literacy lessons and also on any apparent changes in social interaction between
Joe and his peers.

A post-intervention observation began well as Jack led Joe to his place
on the carpet and reminded him to ‘listen well’ and, in spite of Joe’s engage-
ment in rocking with hands covering his ears and throwing down his copy
of the book, Jack persisted, found the correct page for him and Joe began
to read animatedly. He volunteered to read aloud during a role-play activity
and the class applauded him, causing him to cover his ears, turn his back
on the class and participate no further in the activity. Joe was then unable
to cope with transition to independent tasks and remained on the carpet
as others moved to their tables. Jack returned to Joe, pulled his sleeve and
pointed to his table. He then watched from a distance as Joe picked up his
pencil and copied down the date and title. This appeared to indicate to
him that Joe had begun the task, and he quickly settled to his own work,
making no further contact during the remainder of the lesson.
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An individual interview with Joe following this lesson was completely
unsuccessful in encouraging him to disclose any views or feelings. It was
difficult to elicit relevant responses without the use of overt prompts or
closed questions, supporting the view of Dunn (2000) that without such
cues questions can appear utterly confusing to an autistic child and lead to
no answer at all or repetition of the interviewer’s words. A less formal chat
with Joe in the playground later did elicit more information. Although he
was clearly happier with his changed seating, and had noticed that others
had stopped shouting at him, he showed frustration at being unable to start
his written work, and insight into his poor listening skills, commenting,
‘I cannot listen too well and then I don’t remember my work. Mrs B.
(Learning Support Assistant) remembers and she tells me.’

Again a paired interview with both Joe and Jack allowed increased
communication. Jack reminded Joe that he no longer fiddled with bits on
the carpet now he had his own book, which prompted him into a descrip-
tion of the story they had been reading and his part in the role-play. This
indicated that Joe had been able to connect in some part with the teaching
and learning environment. Jack had also been aware of Joe’s reaction to the
class applauding him for reading aloud and asked why he didn’t like it.
Again this provided insight into Joe’s aversion to loud and sudden noise,
as well as lack of comprehension of classroom social interactions, as he
commented, ‘It makes me not think, the loud noise. I don’t know why
they do it.’

A subsequent interview with the student teacher revealed that she had
noted several changes since these interventions. She noticed that Joe’s atten-
tion to the lesson had increased now that he was not in such close proximity
to herself or his peers and that he spent less time withdrawn into self-
stimulatory behaviours such as rocking or ‘finger drawing’ on the carpet.
She was aware of much greater involvement from Joe in the ‘shared reading’
section of the lesson when in possession of his own text. She had assumed
that sharing a text as the other children did would increase Joe’s percep-
tion of inclusion in the lesson and provide support in remaining on task.
However, as noted earlier, the converse had been evident in that the required
social interaction had rendered him completely unable to participate on any
level.

Some improvement in Joe’s self-organisational ability at the start of inde-
pendent tasks had also been noted but the class teacher was aware that
additional strategies would be necessary in order to significantly improve
this aspect of his engagement with the lesson. An increase in social inter-
action between Joe and his peers had been noticed too. In the past the level
of this had varied, being normally instigated by Joe and dependent upon
his ability to connect with, or understand, the favourite game of the moment,
but now it was seen that Jack and his circle of friends became more willing
to include Joe in their social interactions during playtimes and at lunch.
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Evaluating the changes

It was apparent from both observations and interviews with all concerned
that some reduction of the barriers to Joe’s learning in these specific lessons
had been achieved in this relatively short period of time. However, it was
also evident that it remained an ongoing process, which should be devel-
oped and modified in the light of Joe’s own views and perceptions of his
learning and the environment best suited to this. The importance of accessing
these perspectives cannot therefore be overemphasised. For a child such as
Joe, with significant difficulties in both receptive and expressive language,
these views are not easily accessible and a range of strategies is needed. As
Moore and Sixsmith (2000, p. 146) suggest in their discussion of vehicles
for accessing children’s perspectives, ‘playing with children, using prompts
to establish joint referencing and shared meaning, being with them, gleaning
information through laughing and chatting, alongside more formal inter-
view techniques . . .’ prove invaluable as a source of information and was
clearly supported in this situation.

Joe’s perspectives were helpful in teaching adults involved in his learning
to question some of the strategies previously advised to increase his partic-
ipation in the learning environment, for example seating in close proximity
to the teacher. The social and sensory difficulties associated with autistic
spectrum disorder (Attwood, 1998) were in clear evidence in Joe’s descrip-
tions of his experiences during the lessons observed, and these had been
misunderstood until he was positioned as a valued commentator on his own
experience.

The presence of informal peer prompts during joint interviews with Joe
and Jack evoked a significant increase in information on Joe’s perspectives.
This was accompanied by valuable insights into the views and awareness of
his peers on his difficulties and behavioural differences during literacy lessons.
Harnessing this apparent empathy for Joe’s difficulties from his peers to
enable his increased participation in the lesson also showed some success. Joe
was evidently less distressed and confused by reminders from an individual
child than by the sensory bombardment of several children shouting instruc-
tions to him, and responded well to Jack’s directions during class transition
periods. The evident increase in his social inclusion with the peer group was
an unexpected but extremely positive outcome of these interventions.

Jack had been willing to participate and assist Joe in the project, but I
was conscious that this placed a responsibility on him during literacy lessons.
I had to ensure that, in creating a collaborative learning situation involving
pupils, I did not create a barrier to the learning of the supporting child,
although there was no evidence that Jack’s learning was adversely affected.
The involvement of other class members would be valuable in developing
future collaborative relationships with Joe and this could also have a positive
effect in terms of his social participation and acceptance by a more extended
peer group.
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The student teacher’s views on her involvement in the research concerning
issues related to Special Needs education and the relevance of pupil perspec-
tives were very positive, as she felt a lack of direct input in this area during
her teacher training course. This confirmed the views of Garner (2001),
who refers to the paucity of teacher education, during initial teacher training,
on issues relating to special educational needs and the resulting lack of
skills and negative attitudes for newly qualified teachers who are expected
to meet the challenges of inclusive education.

An important outcome of this project was an apparent increase in sensi-
tivity from all staff directly involved in Joe’s teaching to his individual
needs and difficulties in the classroom. For teaching staff with experience
in working with children such as Joe, the changes and strategies adopted
may appear obvious and even simplistic, but for teachers encountering such
difficulties for the first time, in the context of a busy mainstream class-
room, the opportunity to reflect and discuss the challenges presented is
crucial. The project provided a forum for questioning previously accepted
ideas and practices and contributed favourably to changing attitudes towards
Joe’s inclusion in the school.

Conclusion

In this account of my research with Joe, Jack and some of my colleagues, I
have tried to show that research practice can transform engagement with the
project of inclusion. Dunn (2000, p. 103) explains that ‘Allowing autistic
children to put into their own words the confusing scenarios that litter every-
day social interactions enables them (and us) to develop more meaningful
strategies to facilitate their understanding and navigation of such events.’

Although the project presented in this chapter has the obvious limita-
tions of scale, it illustrates the value of accessing the insider perspectives
of individual children struggling to overcome significant barriers to their
learning in the mainstream classroom environment. The assumptions of
‘who knows best’ with regard to the strategies and changes necessary to
increase the participation of learning-disadvantaged children were also chal-
lenged, as Joe – sometimes with Jack – became able to express his views
and preferences, and professionals came to realise that children frequently
know best, irrespective of impairment or the labels assigned to them.

The role of other children in accessing the perspectives of children with
communication difficulties is an under-researched area which may prove to
make a powerful contribution in reducing barriers to inclusion in learning
and social life at school. Harnessing pupil support and encouraging empathy
for children experiencing difficulties in the classroom may also provide
teachers with a means of gaining new perspectives on the barriers to partic-
ipation created through their own classroom practices, and possibly creative
alternative strategies for overcoming them.
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‘What about me? I live here
too!’
Raising voices and changing minds
through participatory research

Judith Gwynn

Overview

This chapter describes a small-scale research project that set out to obtain the
insider perspectives of a group of four teenagers, all described as having
‘severe learning difficulties’ (SLD). It builds a picture of the social aspirations
of young disabled people by placing emphasis on their inclusion in research
that claims to be in their interests. The project rests on a social model
approach to education and disability and is underpinned by a philosophy that
recognises the value and rights of all citizens (Armstrong and Barton, 1999,
p. 1), including the right to be seen (Murray, 2002, p. 70) and heard (Moore
and Sixsmith, 2000, p. 145; Ward, 1996). Such a philosophy challenges the
paternalism of an education system in which self-acclaimed ‘experts’ purport
to act in particular students’ best interests while their policies sustain their
continued separation and marginalisation (Slee, 1999, p. 123). The project
on which this chapter is based represents a commitment to raising seldom
heard voices and to positioning young people with the label of ‘learning 
difficulties’ as key commentators on their experience.

Disabled teenage lives

The teenagers involved in the enquiry were 17 at the time and in my Year
12 tutor group at a ‘segregated school’ in the north of England. I found
early on in my research journey that the social aspirations of the four young
disabled people I worked with on the project had much in common with
those of their non-disabled peers:

SALLY: I make new friends.
SAMANTHA: I like lager.
LENNY: I get champagne.
SARA: I meet new people.

I knew, however, that whilst there is nothing extraordinary about drinking
beer, meeting friends or on special occasions imbibing the odd glass of
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champagne, for young disabled would-be pub-goers realising their ambi-
tions is easier said than done. Their voices are seldom heard in our culture
and their lives rarely linked with such ordinary, lively social activities as
those described above (Murray, 2002, p. 13).

When I attempted to raise young disabled people’s voices through research
action, the things they had to say created a milestone in the history of the
school where presumptions about students’ lives had been routinely taken
for granted and rarely challenged. It was imperative that their insider
perspectives were accessed so that their issues could inform the gap in 
knowledge about their aspirations that has been part of the legacy of years
of oppression (Morris, 1991, p. 84). The presumptions and erroneous assump-
tions that are made about young disabled people when their voices are
seldom heard deny them ordinary pleasurable activities that others take for
granted and one goal of the research was to contest this.

The case for insider perspectives

The principle of including the views of children and young people is long
established policy (DfEE, 1998; DfES, 2001; HMSO, 1981, 1989, 1990;
UNESCO, 1989). However, the official rhetoric has had little influence on
the practice of bringing in the unheard voices of excluded young people with
impairments. The most recent legislation, the Special Educational Needs and
Disability Act (HMSO, 2001), reinforces the importance of planning for the
inclusion of disabled children but has not yet been translated into practices
which foreground the views of disabled children and young people.

In recent years insider perspectives have gained prominence in the fields
of disability studies and inclusive education and, for many people who have
been excluded, commitment to raising insider perspectives has offered a
significant route forward (French and Swain, 2000). For disabled researchers
(Oliver, 2000) the insider perspective often represents an antidote to a power
structure that guarantees the silence of a particular group of people. Its
appeal lies in the validity of the experience that is being described, since
‘it is based upon direct experience of the way that power operates within
the system; that is to say, those who are on the receiving end of decisions
made about them and their lives’ (Oliver, 2000, p. 8). When I embarked
on the research, I had been aware of the considerable value of insider perspec-
tives for some time both through reading (e.g. Hall, 2001; Keith, 1994,
2001; Sainsbury, 2000; Souza, 1997; Willey, 1999; Williams, 1995) and
sharing stories of personal struggles with other parents of disabled children
(Murray and Penman, 2000).

As well as moral arguments for seeking insider views, there are practical
and economic benefits concerning the efficient use of resources. According
to French and Swain (2000) research has historically concentrated on 
the psychological and medical needs of individuals, largely ignoring the
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disabling aspects of the environment. Despite good intentions there are
huge gaps between perceived needs, often based on a medical model of
disability, and the aspirations and requirements of individuals who encounter
the lived reality of social barriers on a daily basis (Barton, 2000, p. 36).
This mismatch between perceived and actual, self-defined needs represents
a denial of people’s right to self-determination as well as the unethical and
profligate squandering of scarce resources where these are allocated by policy
makers and planners without reference to the experience of those the
resources are intended to benefit.

I was mindful, therefore, of considerable urgency attached to the agenda
of raising the voices of young disabled people. I was also entirely confident
that the perspectives of young disabled people I teach would – and should
– make a powerful contribution to the debate on inclusion. A series of
events unfolded that prompted me to seek direct action for change through
research.

Socially cut off

I had worked at the focal school for seven years and had become aware of
the historical implications of segregated schooling. The impact of segrega-
tion on students and staff was enormous (Gwynn, 2000a) and the sense of
separateness and ‘otherness’ that had grown up is strongly evident in the
school even now. Despite moves to forge closer links with other schools
the majority of those working at the segregated school are hesitant about
venturing into the world ‘outside’.

Social opportunities for young people from this school are limited, with
the result that most students experience a high degree of social exclusion.
Although there is some opportunity in school time for students to get
together, they have little chance of developing longer meaningful relation-
ships or extending friendships after school hours. Families work hard at
creating social opportunities, both within and beyond school, and without
their efforts social opportunities for pupils would be minimal.

One of the consequences of failing to focus on the social life of disabled
teenagers attending the school has been that wider issues around their
adolescence and particularly issues to do with sexuality have also been
neglected. ‘Sex education’ appears as a topic on the school curriculum in
the lower school but recognition of this aspect of personal and social devel-
opment is not yet embedded in the culture of the school. Staff are expected
to ‘respond sensitively’ to sex-related incidents in the absence of proper
guidelines and socially active students are often deemed ‘challenging’. Leisure
time is not an important focus of the school day and ‘unacceptable’ behav-
iour is rarely analysed in the context of missed social opportunities. Students’
break time is more reminiscent of an infant-school day than in keeping
with a post-16 department, since the ‘more able’ go outside to play and
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the ‘PMLDs’ (students described with the label of ‘profound and multiple
learning difficulties’) remain inside where it is ‘warm and safe’.

My frustrations with this situation and the apparent ‘inertia’ surrounding
sexuality in young disabled people’s lives were the driving forces behind the
piece of research that I discuss in this chapter. As well as having a profes-
sional interest and commitment, I was motivated by personal experience. In
addition to observing the denial of personal and social aspects of the lives of
young people I teach, I had painfully witnessed my own son’s social exclu-
sion. His exclusion was not for reasons to do with his Down syndrome, but
because of barriers to his social life. The denial of social opportunities to
young people with impairments (Souza, 1997) is an infringement of their
human rights (Aram, 1995, p. 10) and I hoped its significance would be 
signalled through a project concerned with raising students’ own voices. The
next stage was to find ways of accessing the insider perspectives of students
on these issues.

The process of raising students’ voices

In this section I sketch out the methodology and research tools that enabled
me to address the aims of the project. My primary concern was to raise the
voices of essentially powerless young people and I hoped that through this
I would create with them a sense of empowerment. I hoped the work would
confirm for the students that they can more than adequately comment 
on their own actions and aspirations (Brenner et al., 1985) and perhaps
encourage them to do so more regularly. I was interested in focusing on
student relationships and investigating the importance of these relation-
ships for the students. I wanted to carry out research with the students and
not on them and so this project required a substantial re-evaluation of beliefs
and preconceptions about the relative positions of non-disabled professionals
and disabled students in the school hierarchy. By virtue of this emphasis,
the project was challenging well entrenched unequal power relations and
gave the students an unusual chance to be treated as experts and to break
away from their usual inferior position in school.

The participants

I invited four young people in my tutor group, Sally, Colin, Sam and Lenny,
to take part in interviews which I said would give us all an opportunity
to discuss some of the issues that were important to them. Whilst at pains
not to raise their hopes too much I suggested that school might use some
of their ideas to make improvements for them and their friends. All four
participants have a statement of ‘special educational needs’ and are described
as having ‘severe learning difficulties with additional communication diffi-
culties’. Three of the students are particularly outgoing and make a lively
contribution to the classroom.
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Opportunities for learning and change

I believed the students were the most ‘informed authors’ of themselves
(Gabel, 1999, p. 45) and their insider perspectives would provide valuable
sources of information (Brenner et al., 1985, p. 3) that would form a new
body of knowledge. I felt that the ‘catalytic authenticity’ of their collective
voices (Guba and Lincoln, 1994, p. 114, cited in Ballard, 1999, p. 5) would
challenge taken-for-granted perceptions of their differences and social rela-
tionships and contribute to alternative ways of theorising disability (Corker
and French, 1999; Morris, 1991). Disabled young people are rarely given
such opportunities and sharing their insider perspectives begins to make it
possible for them to re-author their lives (Corker, 1999, p. 192) by ques-
tioning our professional ‘expertise’ and other anomalies that exist throughout
‘special education’ (Oliver, 2000).

Reasons for interviewing

Views of young disabled people, like the views of many children and young
people, are usually gleaned through parents, carers or professionals and not
afforded a credibility of their own (Moore and Sixsmith, 2000; Goodley,
2000). Interviews offered the most direct way of finding out what the four
young people were thinking (Kelly, 1985, cited in Brenner et al., 1985). I
hoped that direct communication with the participants would bring about
the ‘essential bond between research and knowledge’ that Oliver (2000, 
p. 14) speaks about, thus ensuring some internal validity to the project and
maximising its relevance for the stakeholders.

Ethical concerns and difficulties

The first ethical hurdle involved obtaining consent for participation in the
study and this exposed conflicts between the values of an emancipatory
research agenda and a system of ‘special’ education in which even adult
students are expected to involve parents, carers or professionals in decision
making and advice (Mason, 2000). I sought agreement to go ahead with
the work from parents and senior management out of courtesy, but in
obtaining written permission from the parents I was aware of the power of
social conditioning to which we are all subjected. Without thinking, I failed
to question the ethics (Moore and Sixsmith, 2000, p. 156) of privileging
parents over students.

When I realised what I had done I reassured the young people that what
they told me would be treated confidentially. I hoped this might to some
extent address the imbalance of parent and professional control in their
lives, which I had unintentionally just recycled (Moore and Sixsmith, 2000).

Confidentiality, however, opened up further ethical concerns and the
already substantial risks attached to uncovering insider knowledge were
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compounded by possible disclosure of sensitive material. There are inevitable
tensions between being a ‘teacher’ and being a ‘researcher’ that concern
anyone trying to combine the roles – for example, there is the fine line to
navigate between a teacher’s duties to disclose and a researcher’s commit-
ment to managing disclosure respectfully. I hoped that willingness to be
reflective together with my close relationship with the students would guide
me in the event of any awkwardness but it was a risky decision to take.

Added to these ethical dilemmas was the ever-present danger of recon-
struction in interview-based research. To assist communication it was neces-
sary to be sensitive to different communication styles and adopt a number of
strategies to capture the ‘educative authenticity’ (Ballard, 1999, p. 5) of the
students’ voices. I also went through some personal ambivalence over whether
I was actually meddling in the students’ lives by conducting this research
project rather than genuinely creating opportunities for new voices to be
heard. All this calls for a sophisticated understanding of the role of teacher-
researcher (and for me, mother-teacher-researcher) and of the ethical limita-
tions embedded in these identities.

Describing the interviews

I conducted the interviews in classrooms, which offered the advantage of
familiar surroundings. Interviews took place over two sessions and lasted
approximately forty minutes. The students preferred to work together as a
focus group rather than individually and a positive spin-off from this deci-
sion was the peer support they were able to offer each other, particularly
with communication.

I had ‘piloted’ the interview with my own teenage children but left much
of what happened over to the students to maximise their control over 
the proceedings (Goodley, 2000). I offered suggestions for the agenda but
emphasised that the research opportunity belonged to them. I had to be
sensitive to the students’ communication difficulties and moods, which
determined the pace and style of the interview sessions, and sometimes used
symbols to prompt responses and focus attention. I aimed for a natural
conversational style (Brenner et al., 1985) to maintain fluency and build up
trust and rapport, and tried constantly to keep an eye on whether I was
overly interfering (Barton, 2000). Even so, I noted in my diary after the
first interview that my voice had been too dominant and determined to
lower my profile in the second round. Sally, Lenny and Sam chose ‘friends’
from the suggested topics but it was not a unanimous decision and Colin
preferred to talk about school. We went with the majority decision but
promised to talk about school later on.

The focus group worked well but most of the students initially directed
their remarks to me and only Lenny acknowledged the presence of the other
students by laughing or interjecting with remarks to them. However, by
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the end of the first session they all engaged with each other and joined in
with some spontaneous singing. Their different personalities influenced the
interviews: whilst Lenny assertively challenged my interpretations, Sally was
more diffident, for example. Such differences defy the homogeneity (Barton,
2000) implied by educational labels, and what the students told me also
heightened my understanding of their individual identities and collective
experiences.

Making sense of the voices

The personal versus the label

An obsession within ‘special’ education, with generalisations and categories,
has created a false impression of young disabled people’s lives, often at odds
with their experiences and wishes. Despite the apparent sameness of their
lives it is important to recognise their unique context (French and Swain,
2000, p. 25) to avoid replacing one set of oppressive assumptions with
another. Colin’s indifference to meeting up with his friends challenged my
assumptions about teenage leisure preferences considerably, for example:

JUDE: You told me who your friend is in school. Colin. Do you have any
friends outside school?

COLIN: No.
JUDE: You don’t?
COLIN: No.
JUDE: You know when you go home, who do you talk to?
COLIN: Mum.
JUDE: Your Mum?
COLIN: Yeh.
JUDE: And your Dad?
COLIN: Mmm.
JUDE: Aren’t they your friends?
COLIN: A little bit.
JUDE: A little bit. Right. Would you like to have some friends outside

school?
COLIN: No.
JUDE: You’re not bothered?
COLIN: Not bothered.

Each student’s description of social events has its own validity and illus-
trates how individuals struggle to make sense of their lives. Lenny has
friends locally, for instance, whereas Sally, Sam and Colin depend largely
on family or extended family for friendships, which is more usual for students
in the school.
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‘Own experts’

The students are undoubtedly their own experts on their experience and
identities (Souza, 1997, p. 13) and clearly resisted identities fashioned for
them from normative concepts of ability (French and Swain, 2000). They
talked confidently and openly about their lives and were prepared to chal-
lenge factual inaccuracies:

JUDE: Oh, I know Sophie, the student from our school – sometimes goes
to Jenny’s house. OK. And Jenny only has one son.

LENNY: No, two [insisting forcefully].

or incorrect names:

JUDE: Sam, you’re going to tell us. What happens when you fall out with
Andrew? Do you ever have rows with Andrew?

SAM: Not Andrew. It’s Alice.

They have their own views on individual personalities and offer creative
and interesting solutions to behaviour management:

LENNY: Hey, one more thing . . .
SAM: Alice always . . .
JUDE: One more thing, then. Go on, then!
SAM: Alice always . . . mm . . . fight, fight, fight, fight, fight, fight, fight,

fight [. . .]
LENNY: I . . .
JUDE: I know.
LENNY: C . . . I like, I like everybody, everybody . . .
SAM: . . . every time. I get fed up with it.
JUDE: You like everybody to help each other.
SAM: And she put . . .
SALLY: Yeh, yeh, yeh.
JUDE: That’s good.
SAM: She put kn-knives in people’s face . . .
LENNY: You know, last night . . .
JUDE: Who did that?
SAM: Alice.
JUDE: Oh dear. And did you, did you sort that problem out?
SAM: Yeh.
SALLY: Yeh, I sort problems with Richard.
LENNY: You know, last night, last night . . . I tell you what I did at dinner,

at dinner time. [Talking in the background.] I eat my dinner like that,
I sit there, like that. I eat my dinner, Alice sit over there, right, Alice
eats a fork, my bottle of drink in – I say, ‘Gi’ o’er! Stop it now!’
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JUDE: Did she stop?
LENNY: No.
JUDE: What did you do?
LENNY: I got annoyed. I didn’t know what to do.
JUDE: How did you solve that problem?
LENNY: Eh?
JUDE: Did you ask somebody to help you?
LENNY: Yeh.
SALLY: No, just me doing it, so . . .
JUDE: Did you help?
SALLY: Yeh. Lenny and Colin, problem up so . . .

From these exchanges it is clear that the students could advise on a
variety of topics, asserting their opinions and defying assumptions that
people with the ‘learning difficulties’ label do not have a mind of their own
as Lenny illustrates with his sudden declaration we should finish. The
students’ perspectives cover a range of difficult concepts requiring mature
reflection such as friendships and relationships. Lenny defines a good friend
as ‘someone who is funny’ whereas Sam is more community-minded and
identifies ‘helping’ as a positive attribute. Sally finds it hard making friends
and recalls old friends whom she no longer sees and confides, ‘I miss them,
actually.’ They also possess a capacity for abstract thought, as Lenny’s explicit
account of meetings with his friends and Sam’s detailed directions to a
friend’s house demonstrate:

JUDE: You go to their houses. Do you?
SAM: Andrew’s.
JUDE: You go to Andrew’s house. Is that d’ you . . .
LENNY: Long, long way, Andrew Stevens.
JUDE: What – from Sam’s house? Is it? How often do you go to see Andrew,

then, at his house?
SAM: Isn’t a long way. It’s down the road, near my Dad’s house.
JUDE: Near Dad’s house?
SAM: It’s near my Dad’s. Like, you turn left [gestures to show the way],

that way, then you go ’cross that way.

The students articulate a strong set of friendship values endorsed by
Sally’s recall of the warm welcome other students showed her when she
first arrived. Their particular interest, however, is in adult social pursuits,
as Sally’s frequent references to relationships and love indicate:

SALLY: Now become more younger teenagers in post-16 site. I’m new at
school so I like dance with my boyfriends. I go out with them and 
. . . um . . .
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LENNY: And kiss.
SALLY: And kiss and I dance and I back together again.

Such preoccupations seriously challenge the stereotypical image of the
eternal child with a ‘low mental age’ often ascribed to people ‘with learning
difficulties’. In contrast, Colin still enjoys riding his pedal go-cart in the
park and socialises usually with his parents, which may of course be through
expediency and not choice (Mason, 2000). On the other hand, he likes to
go to the pub with his parents, for ‘tuna mayo sandwich and Coke’. The
many contradictions in the young people’s lives throw professional judge-
ments into question and undermine the special educational spin that glosses
over their individuality.

Exploding the myths: sex, booze and all that jazz

The ordinariness of the students’ stories, telling of relationships, dancing,
pubs, sport, parties and television soaps belies the professional interpreta-
tion of ‘severe learning difficulties’ that is supposed to require a separate
‘special’ environment to meet specific needs (Mason, 2000; Murray, 2002).
The school underrates the teenagers’ particular interest in friendships and
most of their social needs have to rely on brief encounters. Yet the right
to friendships is considered a fundamental human right and an essential
part of being human. The students who were interviewed are entitled to
be supported with this important aspect of their life through school. In
answer to a question on whether they ever saw each other outside school,
Sally recounted with pride how she once saw Richard:

JUDE: You could get back together? Do you see Richard when you’re not
in school?

LENNY: No.
SALLY: Yeh, I s’pose.
JUDE: Do you see him outside school?
SALLY: Yeh.
JUDE: Where?
SALLY: In the mobile.
JUDE: That’s in school, though, isn’t it?
SALLY: Yeh.
JUDE: When you’re not in school, where do you see Richard? Do you see

him at all?
SALLY: I saw him in . . . I went . . . I been school and I saw Richard.
JUDE: Where did you see him?
SALLY: In the . . . his bus.
JUDE: On his bus?
SALLY: Yeh. That [starts to giggle a bit] . . .
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JUDE: Was that nice seeing . . .
SALLY: Yeh, so nice to see him, hey.
JUDE: So would you like to be able to see him outside school?
SALLY: Yeh.

Sally had indeed seen Richard on the ‘special’ school bus in the car park
at home time. This poignant tale was a reminder of the utter social isolation
that so many young disabled people endure as a result of being segregated
and placed apart in the world. The students excitedly recalled friends’ names
but most of them referred to adults on whom they depended for social
opportunities (Murray, 2002; Mason, 2000). As writers already mentioned
have noted, lack of choice and social restrictions creates a disabling situa-
tion that is more restrictive than having no power to make decisions (Souza,
1997; Gwynn, 2000b). Mason (2000) contends that this separation from
community and breaking of relationships is a continuation of the trend that
starts at birth and for the young research participants opportunities to form
serious relationships are limited and at best involve school students, at worst
school staff:

SALLY [very deliberately]: My friend is Sally Brown.
JUDE: Yeh.
SALLY [again very deliberately]: My friend is Sally Brown.
JUDE: Tell me a bit about Sally, then.
SALLY [Pause]: She’s lovely.
JUDE: Mmm.
SALLY: She’s cute . . .
JUDE: Is Sally a student at the school?
SALLY: No. [Pause.] One of the teachers.
JUDE: Yeh. She works at the school, doesn’t she?
SALLY: Yeh.
JUDE: And does she work in your class?
SALLY: Yeh. I glad . . . um . . . we go in Year 14. I’m very proud of that.

I know from my own observations that three of the students had been
keen to explore their sexuality, only to be admonished by staff for inap-
propriate behaviour. However, at the age of 17 they had received little
formal sex education and possibly little of the informal kind non-disabled
children receive from peers (Aram, 1995). Two students showed a partic-
ular interest in personal relationships and whilst Sally persisted with the
tale of her relationship with her new boyfriend, Lenny described his phys-
ical attraction to girls. The girls were more interested in less tangible traits
such as ‘helpfulness’ or ‘humour’ and their comments suggest the students
have more in common with assumptions made about people of their own
gender than those made of other disabled people.
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It has been difficult to adequately address the issue of sexuality at the
school and requests to form a working party of staff and parents to first
explore their own responses and attitudes to such an important issue, as
suggested by Swain (1996), have not been met. Shakespeare (1996) equates
such oversight with professional control where ‘sexuality is either not a
problem, because it is not an issue or is an issue, because it is seen as 
a problem’ (p. 191). Educators frequently overlook the need for clear, accu-
rate information and fail to address the issue of how to make appropriate
support available. The main source of information for one of the girls inter-
viewed was Sky Television.

Such reductionism is linked with the historical oppression of disabled
people which I talked about at the beginning of this chapter and perpet-
uates images of disabled people as ‘lesser beings’ (Barton, 2000, p. 37)
stripped of their sexuality and offered undemanding, unstimulating activ-
ities to ‘take them out of themselves’ (Morris, 1991).

Questions are often raised about the biological and ethical desirability of
young disabled people forming sexual relationships (Morris, 1991, p. 20).
This is part and parcel of the denial of sexual rights that has its roots in the
eugenics movement of the 1930s when the right to life of disabled people was
seriously questioned in Britain as well as in Nazi Germany (Mason, 2000).
Such disabling discourse is handed down through the generations and shores
up a culture in which the personal, social and sexual entitlements of people
with impairments are denied (Mason, 2000; Swain, 1996; Souza, 1997).

Human rights

The insights offered by Sally, Colin, Sam and Lenny are testimony to a lack
of respect and disregard for their right to decide even simple aspects of
their social experience. For example, at morning break they are ushered into
the yard, or if they are in the ‘PMLD’ category they stay in – no choice,
no say. Social opportunities are determined according to the vagaries of
school traditions – most teenagers choose whom to be with at break time
according to personal attraction and friendships, but in the focal school who
you spend your break time with is regulated by educational assessment.

Reflecting on my power as a researcher

In conducting this project I sought to raise young disabled people’s voices
but it was not an unproblematic process. Field notes, written after the inter-
views, reminded me that I sometimes went too fast; I allowed my voice to
dominate, which had the unwanted effect of some students being silenced.
At other times my interjections disrupted the students’ thought processes
and left them with inadequate time to respond, leading to acquiescence or
my answering on their behalf. My well intentioned efforts to motivate and
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maintain a lively pace (Aspis, 1999) camouflaged my powerful position
within the apparent partnership and I occasionally intruded too far. This
produced an unwanted disabling effect on my students who quietly accepted
my authority and their position in the hierarchy, as Aspis (1999) explains,
‘it feels as if there is a “boss”, and disabled people with the learning diffi-
culties label are taught to respect and trust professionals and staff because
they are the “boss” ’ (Aspis, 1999, p. 182).

I tried to correct these inequities and the second interview was better
because the students took a greater lead in the increasingly vibrant discussion
– introducing, for example, a consideration of consequences of inappropriate
behaviour:

SAM: You have . . . mm . . . tell Jim ’bout this.
JUDE: You have to tell Jim?
SAM: Yeh.
JUDE: Who’s Jim?
SALLY AND LENNY: Head teacher.

So having raised voices, and identified issues, the question I now faced
was ‘What is the potential for change to be brought about as a result of
this enquiry?’

Implications for inclusion

Official policy extols inclusive values (DfES, 2001) but the gap will continue
to widen between the rhetoric of inclusion and inclusive practice (Barton,
2000, p. 36) unless power holders become power sharers and listen to the
voices of those they claim to support.

Inclusive schools

Students at this school are seen as the recipients of expert advice and not
the ‘experts of their own lives’. They become known by labels that deper-
sonalise and dehumanise (Shakespeare, 1999; Barton, 2000) and legitimate
their non-participation, isolation and exclusion but we are constantly in a
state of denial about what is really happening (Slee, 2000, p. 145). Their
voices frequently go unheard and most of the time they acquiesce, accepting
all they are offered, including an identity that has been created by external
forces (Camilleri, 1999).

However, whether through speech, gesture or behaviour the students
communicate with authority and relevance, and for them life goes on
(Goodley, 2000, p. 72) despite the dependence – creating restrictions placed
on their lives by those who support a medical model of disability (Barton,
2000, p. 39). Their self-belief resists the culture of deficit and threatens
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the power base of the ‘special’ education model and helps break the pattern
of oppression that is passed on from generation to generation.

Inclusive local education authorities?

After a damning report on ‘special educational needs’ in the local authority,
LEA officers set out an agenda for inclusion. However, they failed to make
the necessary changes to overcome ‘habits and structures built up over a
hundred years of segregation’ that are embedded in all our schools and insti-
tutions and ‘still dominate the experience’ (Mason, 2000, p. 88). The
experience is one of segregation and isolation, and this was told loudly and
clearly by the young people I interviewed.

Nevertheless, the LEA’s future planning includes capital investment in
new special(ist) schools ‘fit for the twenty-first century’, either on existing
mainstream sites or separate ones – segregated schools with a trendier
disguise. In March 2003 The Report of the Special Schools Working Group made
recommendations to guarantee ‘a secure long-term future’ to segregated
schooling (DfES, 2003) and locally the role of ‘special’ schools is consid-
ered crucial for the development of inclusion. There is no compulsion on
mainstream schools to develop capacity in response to a more diverse popu-
lation and the LEA strategy, as ‘this decade’s version of integration’ (Corbett
and Slee, 2000, p. 134), legitimates separation and exclusion for students
such as Sally, Sam, Lenny and Colin. Just a few hours spent accessing the
insider perspectives of these four excluded young people provides an unequiv-
ocal imperative to seek resistance of policies, practices and philosophies
which guarantee their isolation.

National developments

The SEN and Disability Act implemented in September 2002 (DfES, 2001)
has the potential to improve opportunities for disabled children and young
people and to strengthen their right to be educated in their local main-
stream school (part 1). It also aims to outlaw discrimination on grounds of
disability (part 2) and promote partnerships between relevant parties,
including children and young people. Despite this important development
and the welcome rhetoric from government circles that disabled people
should have full enforceable civil rights, for many the experiences are
different, as can be witnessed by Colin and his friends’ insider perspectives,
but also acknowledged by the Prime Minister himself:

People with learning disabilities can lead full and rewarding lives as
many already do. But others find themselves pushed to the margins of
our society. And almost all encounter prejudice, bullying, insensitive
treatment and discrimination at some time in their lives.

(Blair, 2001)
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He appears to recognise the damage that such discrimination causes to
individual lives and the limitation of opportunities, so that ‘time is spent
only with family, carers or other people with learning disabilities’ (Blair,
2001). However, such fine rhetoric is undermined by the promotion of
‘specialist’ schools – and in my opinion faith schools too – that the govern-
ment is forcefully advocating (Ward, 2001). Introducing opportunities for
further separation and division will only exacerbate the social division and
misconceptions that arise through lack of mutual understanding and respect
between different cultures.

Sally, Sam, Lenny and Colin know all about such divisions and are entitled
to have their views known. Where teachers are willing to step into the
researcher’s role and access seldom heard voices they can be useful allies help-
ing to bring about changes that, in this case, young disabled people prioritise.

Conclusion

Our communities are divided, with one group enjoying a feeling of ‘oneness’
and others separated through a sense of ‘otherness’. Divisions are created
by superstitions and damaging beliefs about young people’s needs, abilities
and entitlements. The personal perspectives of Sally, Sam, Colin and Lenny
are vital to help outsiders understand and value their differences, and as we
learn what it is really like for them (French and Swain, 2000, pp. 18–19)
our work as professionals will ultimately become more relevant.

Sally’s, Lenny’s, Sam’s and Colin’s insider views have taught us that their
friendships and human relations need to have a higher status and urge us
to explore the social and sexual attitudes that dominate the school commu-
nity. Their voices represent powerful instruments of change (Tagg, p. 169,
in Brenner et al., 1985) and the knowledge gained from their exchanges
‘provides evidence of “the personal burdens [of shame and fear] that many
disabled people have to live with” and “demonstrate how the personal is
indeed political” ’ (Linton, 1998, p. 22, cited in Corker, 1999, p. 208).
They are a catalyst for responsive professionals and other allies to critically
evaluate accepted practices and adopt ‘different structures and ways of
working’ (Aspis, 1999, p. 182). This will require a break with tradition so
that disabled students may be welcomed as equal partners with equal rights.

Reflection

Raising voices and finding out about student relationships was central to
my research, but they also prompted me to scrutinise my own practice
(Barton, 2000, p. 37). I reflected on my apparent collusion with a system
that separated young people from their local communities and denied them
social opportunities. I also thought about how we, as parents, collude with
the gatekeepers of mainstream society in order to have our children accepted.
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However, despite these doubts there was a small measure of resistance
(Moore and Dunn, 1999, p. 2000) in my duplicity, for without insider
status I could not have obtained the students’ perspectives, which ulti-
mately inspired the student council and which now meets monthly in Jim’s
office. Although it will be an uphill struggle to get their views taken seri-
ously in a society dominated by the medical approach to disability, the
council has helped restore dignity to young people whose voices have been
quiet for so long.
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Out of the closet, into the
classroom
Gay students, teachers and 
research action

Colin J. Slater

Being gay, lesbian or bisexual is not a way of life; it’s a part of life.
(National Youth Agency)

This chapter is about a small action research project which I carried out while
I was working for the Home and Individual Tuition Unit in a large inner
city. The unit is responsible for the educational provision for students who
have statements of Special Educational Needs and who are not in full-time
education, usually because they have been ‘permanently excluded’. These stu-
dents either attend the centre where our service is based, or they are visited
in their homes for two-hour teaching sessions a week, or sometimes we hold
the sessions in another venue such as the local library. The centre is based at
a Pupil Referral Unit (PRU). At the time when I carried out this small 
project, I was the only person working in the Home Tuition service. The col-
leagues who contributed to the research were all members of staff at the PRU.

I set out to investigate how the subject of homosexuality is approached
within my own work context with the purpose of trying to ensure that,
through collective reflection and action, gay issues are included sensitively
and with understanding as part of a wider commitment to developing inclu-
sive practice. I began by asking ‘the participants’ (my work colleagues) to
answer a series of questions relating to issues of sexuality as they impinge
on the curriculum and teaching and learning. Their responses were used 
to assist in the creation of an information pack which I later presented to
them and asked for their reflections. This chapter looks at the background
to the project, especially in terms of a particular group of marginalised
students – gay, lesbian and bisexual teenagers – and the issues and possible
exclusion in education which they face. It then goes on to describe how
the research was carried out and discusses its possible impact. As a gay man
and a teacher, I approached the project from a particular ‘insider’ perspec-
tive, having personal knowledge of the kind of exclusion gay students may
experience, and the way in which this marginalisation is implicitly supported
by education systems which fail to address discrimination in this area.
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Background

For many young people, coming to terms with their sexuality is a daunting
and all-consuming process. Understanding your sexuality is not an easy thing
at any time, and it can be especially difficult for teenagers as they also 
struggle with the changes that occur to body and mind during adolescence.

The path to understanding one’s sexual identity can be littered with
potholes and obstacles, involving tensions and complex feelings. It is sign-
posted with expectations put there by others to try and ensure that 
‘all’ end up in the direction deemed by the majority to be acceptable, that
being ‘heterosexuality’. These heteronormative forces (Atkinson, 2002) are
designed to reinforce compulsory heterosexuality (Rich, 1983; Mac an Ghaill,
1994). Society expects people to behave in certain ways. To behave in what
is assumed to be a ‘normal way’ sexually is one of them. The institution
of school, teachers, classroom and playground behaviour plays a large part
in the reinforcement of this heteronormativity, in ways which have been
explored in depth by Atkinson (2002) and others (see Mac an Ghaill, 1994;
Epstein and Johnson, 1998; Reay, 2001; Rich, 1983).

From my reading and from my own experience, it seems to me that there
is an urgent need to do a lot more work with young men and women
relating to sexuality. I can only begin to imagine what it must be like to
come to terms with one’s heterosexuality, but I am familiar with the issues
that will face a lot of young people as they begin to recognise and under-
stand their homosexuality. An awareness of their sexual orientation brings
with it the realisation that they are now members of a stigmatised minority
group and that all the derogatory information that they have ever encoun-
tered about lesbian and gays refers to them – personally.

These daunting revelations are further compounded by the isolation of gay,
lesbian and bisexual youth. Unlike other minority groups who usually have
the support of their families and communities in coming to terms with their
differences – and uniqueness – the homosexual or bisexual young person 
usually faces this alone, as any declaration of their sexuality could lead to 
hostility or rejection. Schools contribute to this isolation by not fully
acknowledging their gay and lesbian pupils. Little if any reference is made
to homosexual issues or feelings in sex education, let alone in any other area
of the curriculum. This is despite the following statement from the DfEE
(2000) Sex Education and Relationship Guidance (section 1, para. 30),

It is up to schools to make sure that the needs of all pupils are met
in their programmes. Young people, whatever their developing sexu-
ality, need to feel that sex and relationships education is relevant to
them and sensitive to their needs. The Secretary of State is clear that
teachers should be able to deal honestly and sensitively with sexual
orientation, answer appropriate questions and offer support.
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This marks a huge step in terms of acknowledging differences in sexu-
ality and a commitment to recognising and including gay, lesbian and
bisexual pupils. Teachers, however, have access to little formal training or
centrally produced resources in this area, which leaves them poorly equipped
to understand and discuss the complex issues involved. Add to this the
moral, religious and homophobic objections of some teachers, and it leaves
gay, lesbian and bisexual students very few people within schools that they
can turn to for support.

Homophobic bullying is very common amongst the student population
of schools. As Berliner observes:

‘Gay’ is probably now the most common word of abuse in the play-
ground, and beyond, among children and teenagers, and it is used to
describe anything from the not very good to absolute rubbish. It is
used to describe any kind of behaviour that could be remotely catego-
rized as homosexual, even accidental touching in a crowded corridor,
or a friendly smile in the changing room.

(Berliner, 2001,
http://education.guardian.co.uk/schools/story)

This echoes a scenario which occurred in my own work setting when a
student referred to a situation as being ‘gay’. When asked why they used
that word to describe the situation the reply was ‘Because it was rubbish.’
For some it is obviously a word full of negative connotations.

Berliner (2001) argues that homophobia goes largely unchecked and the
reason is that schools do not know what to do about it. She raises the ques-
tion:

But why has this problem not been considered in the same way as
racism and sexism? The answer is partly historical and related to section
28 of the Local Government Act 1988. This was amended during the
Thatcher era to prohibit the ‘promotion’ of homosexuality by local
authorities and the teaching in state schools of ‘pretend family rela-
tions’ (lesbian and gay) as equivalent to heterosexual ones. This left
some teachers nervous about addressing homosexuality at all, and the
ensuing vacuum allowed homophobia to flourish.

My preliminary discussions with colleagues indicated that there were still
teachers within my work context who believed that Section 28 (Local
Government Act 1988) prohibited them from talking to students in any
way about homosexuality. It was a revelation for some to read in the informa-
tion pack which I later compiled as part of the action research project the
following:

1111
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
1011
1
2
13
4
5
6
7
8
9
20111
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
30111
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
40111
1
2
3
44111

Gay students, teachers and research action 125



The Department of the Environment Circular 12/88 states, ‘Section 28
does not affect the activities of school governors nor teachers. It will
not prevent the objective discussion of homosexuality in the classroom,
nor the counselling of pupils concerned about their sexuality (Depart-
ment of the Environment 1988). Section 28 does not apply, and never
has applied, to the activities of individual schools in England.

(Department for Education statement, BBC News 
Online 2000, Friday 24 March 2000)

Having clarified this issue with my colleagues, I felt that this removed
at least one obstacle in my quest to ensure that sexuality was included in
the curriculum as part of the wider struggle to develop inclusive education.

Inclusive education concerns everyone. No student should be excluded on
the grounds of race, gender, sexuality, disability, class or socio-economic
standing. I feel that it is important to remind ourselves that it is about all
these things, and to work hard to redress the imbalance that sometimes
exists when inclusion is presented as if it were concerned with ‘special needs’
or disability issues.

The study

The purpose of my research was to explore how issues relating to sexuality,
in particular homosexuality, were approached in my own work context and
to try to develop some kind of professional development which would help
us address these issues together. At around the time when I was thinking
about this, I was asked by colleagues, as I have been on another occasion,
to work with a young man who it was felt was questioning his sexuality.
One factor in their request for me to work with such young men is that I
am an openly gay man and it was therefore felt by those doing the asking
that I would be the best person to deal with the situation. Personally I do
not have a problem with this; however, with no real guidelines and nothing
in the curriculum upon which to rely, it has been a process of self-discovery
in order to ascertain the best way to handle the many interesting questions
and situations that have arisen while working with this latest young man.

In my discussions with colleagues and others about my handling of this
subject (of course, ensuring at all times that I was not in breach of confi-
dentiality) I encountered many varied reactions, from warm encouragement
to total shock and warnings that by discussing this subject I would be
placing myself in real danger, professionally. When the opportunity arose
to develop a small action research project in my own work setting it was
immediately obvious to me that this would be a perfect opportunity to
investigate how others have handled or would handle the subject of homo-
sexuality in their practice and try to develop some form of professional
development through further collective reflection.
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Participants in the study

Originally when planning this small project I thought that I would include
the young man who was the original impetus for undertaking this enquiry.
I decided, however, that at this stage it would not be wise to risk betraying
his confidentiality. Permission would have to be sought and I felt that this
would place him in danger of being identified. I still feel that it would be
invaluable to get some feed back from those for whom the information pack
is ultimately intended. Therefore in the next cycle – as I intend this be an
ongoing action research project – I will present the pack to a group of gay,
lesbian and bisexual teenagers for their comments and reflections.

The participants in the present study were my colleagues – twelve teachers
and eight teaching assistants. The teaching staff consisted of eight female
and four male teachers, and the teaching assistants were five females and
three males. Participants represented all subject areas and included the
learning mentor, two deputy Heads and the head teacher.

Method

Action research involves a cycle or spiral of events. The research is planned,
carried out, observed, evaluated and reflected upon, and so the cycle
continues. Kemmis and Wilkinson (1998) refer to this as ‘a spiral of self-
reflective cycles’. They observe that the research may not always follow this
cycle so closely and that there will be overlaps, and plans will change along
the way as new things come to light. The process must be flexible and the
project should be designed so that it can respond to these eventualities.
Success is not about whether the participants have rigidly followed these
steps but it is about whether they feel that the process has made a real
change in their practice (presumably, for the better!).

Action research has undergone adaptations and been the subject of very
different interpretations and considerable debate and criticism, especially
from the more ‘scientifically’ oriented researchers, who, according to Bryant
(1996), saw the ‘problems’ of action research as lying in its inadequate theo-
rising, and its lack of methodological control. The ‘scientific’ researchers
had problems with what they saw as a less disciplined, less ‘objective’, form
of research. Perhaps they felt that they were relinquishing control, as their
research methods appear to be highly prescriptive (dare I say ‘dictatorial’)
compared with action research, which is more democratic and therefore has
the potential of being more ‘inclusive’.

My interpretation of action research is that it requires participation,
collaboration, commitment, confrontation, reflection and action on the part
of those undertaking the research in their own practice. As change happens
from ‘within’, it places the responsibility of effecting change within the
collective hands of those for whom the change is intended. When applied
to education it is a model which gives teachers a real opportunity to effect
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change from within their own practices. It can be primarily concerned with
self-reflection in terms of the researcher’s own values and practices, or it
can involve colleagues, students, parents or the wider community as fellow
researchers to effect change. Action research is empowering and, as Griffin
(1992) writes, this is so because:

Participatory research, as a form of critical enquiry, is grounded in the
following assumptions: (a) it is essential to acknowledge and address
power imbalances among different social groups, (b) research is polit-
ical, (c) research should move beyond description to facilitate social
change, (d) research should enlighten and empower the participants to
develop a critical understanding of their situation and should provide
the means for them to take collective action to gain greater control
over their lives, and (e) this action should begin with dialogue and
reflection among participants about their personal experiences.

(Griffin, 1992, pp. 168–9)

The research process

When viewing the research process with the above in mind it is clear that
action research is a very personal experience and that it is all about us and
what we want. But it is also about constraints and pressures which are
imposed by external forces, and so frequently involves struggle.

As Kemmis and Wilkinson (1998) explain, action research:

is a social process, it is participatory, it is practical and collaborative,
it is emancipatory, it is critical and it is recursive . . . It is a process
of learning by doing – and learning with others by changing the ways
they interact in a shared social world.

(Kemmis and Wilkinson, 1998, pp. 23–4)

Action research is therefore a licence to change our own practice; we can
identify areas of concern, plan intervention, observe, reflect, re-plan and con-
tinue in such a way as to constantly investigate and improve our practice.

I found this very exciting, as I felt that I was now equipped with the
tools to bring about change in a way that is personally very appealing. To
me, the notion of ‘research’ has always conjured up images of lots of data
to wade through and men in white coats, in other words very ‘scientific’.
Action research allows us to do the research into our own practice, for our
own practice, in a relaxed, flexible, creative and democratic way.

Inspired by the above and from reading about other people’s action research
work, especially a collection of research articles related to homosexuality 
and education presented in a book entitled, Coming out of the Classroom Closet
(Harbeck, 1992), I set out to design and carry out an action research project.
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Design of the study

This was a very small project spanning a period of six weeks. In many ways
it was a pilot study in which I began to explore and understand some of
the principles and possibilities of action research. The first two weeks were
spent in planning and organisation, involving initial informal discussions
with colleagues to gauge reactions to the proposed study and their feelings
about being involved. Having sought formal permission from the head
teacher to undertake my research, I formulated a series of questions based
on the issues and ideas which had emerged during the informal discussions.
I wanted to find out how many of my colleagues had encountered young
people with sexuality issues and how they had handled the situation. I also
asked a question about bullying which made the assumption, rightly or
wrongly, that everyone had witnessed homophobic bullying. As it is so
widespread in schools I would be surprised if no one had ever come across
it. On the other hand, as a gay person perhaps I am particularly aware of
this issue; it is possible that homophobic bullying goes unnoticed in schools.
With hindsight, this is an issue that I might have explored in my initial
informal discussions in greater depth, but it does raise questions about the
way in which the personal can inform the framing of the research, espe-
cially in terms of the ‘assumptions’ which individual researchers bring to
the research process.

My questions, which were presented in the form of a simple question-
naire, took into consideration the sensitivity of the subject for some and
were therefore framed in such a way as to try to make people feel comfort-
able and ensure they could answer as simply and honestly as possible. The
questions were:

• In your work have you encountered students who have perhaps been
experiencing issues with their sexuality, if so how have these been
addressed?

• How has bullying around sexuality been dealt with?
• Do you feel that sexuality should be included in the curriculum?
• If sexuality is to be included how do you feel this could be done?
• Would you feel able to discuss issues of sexuality with students?
• Would you benefit from an information pack/ unit of work on sexuality?

I presented my project to my colleagues at the staff briefing on a Monday
morning and gave the questionnaires out, asking for them to be returned
to me by the end of that week. I explained why I was undertaking the
project (and that it was part of my work for my Master’s degree in inclu-
sive education), that it was action research and it was aimed at changing
practice. I discussed the subject matter and the reasons behind choosing 
it. I gave an outline of how I intended to carry out the project and my
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expectations of everyone as participants. I explained that the questionnaires
would remain anonymous and therefore people should feel free to make any
comments they wished to in response to the questions. I wanted people to
feel free of the constraints of political correctness, from judgement and the
fear of causing offence.

I used the responses to the questionnaires and the earlier, and ongoing,
informal discussions to help me in developing an information pack relating
to sexuality. The pack represented ‘work in progress’, to which information
could be added (changed, or removed) at any time, drawing on as many
sources as possible. We saw it as a starting point, a springboard for further
exploration, rather than as a definitive document or set of guidelines. The
information provided is about, and for, gay, lesbian and bisexual teenagers
that can be used by both teachers and students.

The pack is divided into sections: history, contacts, ‘coming out’, homo-
phobic bullying, Section 28, sex and relationship education, with references
to films, books and magazines. There is a real attempt to present the material
in a clear, concise and accessible manner.

I presented the pack to my colleagues – the ‘participants’ at an informal
drinks afternoon in the hope that free food and drink would encourage more
participation. I asked them to complete another questionnaire and from
these and informal discussions I gained some insights into their reflec-
tions about the pack. This second questionnaire consisted of the following
questions:

• Do you feel the information pack would be of assistance to you in your
teaching?

• What are your thoughts on the material included?
• Would you like to see anything else added?
• Do you feel that an information pack such as this should be made avail-

able to students? (Yes or no and why?)
• What material do you feel should be included specifically for students?

‘Outcomes’ and reflections

The informal discussions that I had with colleagues and eventual partici-
pants in the initial planning stages of the project were very encouraging.
All agreed that there was a real need for issues surrounding sexuality to be
included in the curriculum.

Of the twenty questionnaires given out in the first instance, only ten
were returned, all with favourable responses. The small number of returns
was disappointing in itself; however, what is particularly disappointing is
that I had no idea how 50 per cent of the respondents felt about the
proposed project or why they had failed to complete the questionnaire. I
thought that the anonymous nature of the study, and my impressing upon
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the participants my desire for them to answer honestly, would mean that
I would have received more completed questionnaires. As I could not force
the issue any further I decided that I would have to forget about those
questionnaires that had not been returned and reflect on those that had.
This rather low return did raise questions in my mind about what some
of my colleagues were really thinking about the pack, and the project as a
whole, and this was a problem which remained unresolved.

An overall analysis of the returned questionnaires showed a favourable
response to the notion that sexuality should be included in the curriculum.
All the respondents had encountered students who had experienced issues
relating to their sexuality. The majority of responses indicated that these
issues were addressed by referral to others such as more senior members of
staff, councillors and a gay staff member, indicating that perhaps they did
not feel adequately equipped to handle the situation themselves.

One respondent, for example, was clear that they did not, when they
wrote:

Truthfully, I really don’t know where to start.

The majority of respondents acknowledged that homophobic bullying
exists. If it was dealt with at all, then this was done through Personal,
Social and Health Education (PSHE) in the curriculum and, once again,
handed over to senior management.

The major feeling is that it is not being handled adequately, which is
summed up by the following comments:

It’s very ad-hoc. Not dealt with in terms of policies and rights.

There have been some rude remarks in terms of sexual orientation and
they were dealt with in a way that I would deal with kids swearing.
(Unfortunately.)

The behaviour policy is quite clear on bullying but the staff tend to
ignore sexual bullying.

And is summed up by the following comment:

I think this is very difficult.

The question of whether sexuality should be included in the curriculum
was met with very positively and, in one case, ‘Yes! Absolutely!’

Responses showed concern for students . . .

Yes, Pupils need to understand how to deal with their feelings, the
range of feelings they can have and dispel any stereotypes of sexuality.
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. . . and the benefits for teachers:

Too many kids, with too many questions that need to be addressed
correctly, need to be properly prepared for such occasions.

One response highlighted the misunderstanding and residual fear that
still exist in schools over Section 28:

In the past Section 28 has always been an issue.

The only response indicating that it should not be included was the
following comment:

Not really, as once you make something an issue people will do it for
one lesson and then tick it off as dealt with.

I would agree that if the issues were not taken seriously and handled
sensitively on an ongoing basis then including sexuality in the curriculum
is not a good option.

According to most responses, sexuality could be made part of the
curriculum most appropriately through PSHE, but it should be included
in other curriculum areas, particularly English, Humanities, Art and even
Science. They suggested introducing it through film studies, the use of
guest speakers, and poetry, as these would make it ‘easier for all’.

Everyone felt they would be able to discuss issues of sexuality with
students, but two people added the following cautions:

Yes, but [we] would need to develop a deeper knowledge and under-
standing related to issues of sexuality.

And:

Yes – I have [discussed issues relating to sexuality] on many occasions
– however [my] knowledge of current legislation, health issues is prob-
ably rusty and needs updating.

These responses helped me to pinpoint areas to be included in the informa-
tion pack and reinforced my belief that there is a need for increased
knowledge and understanding of the issues.

Once again everyone agreed that they would benefit from further informa-
tion on sexuality. Responses ranged from ‘possibly!’ through ‘definitely’ to:

Yes, definitely!!

Everyone would [benefit].
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Immediately! Any information would be a great help.

Definitely, because this will broaden my knowledge on the issue.

These responses were very heartening and allowed me to go away and
prepare the information pack with these reflections in mind, secure in the
knowledge that it was something that was sought and would be welcomed
by at least 50 per cent of my colleagues.

As mentioned earlier, I decided that I would present my information
pack accompanied by drinks and nibbles in the hope that this would entice
people to attend and the relaxed atmosphere would encourage discussion
and reflection. I also felt that I would be better able to persuade partici-
pants to fill in the accompanying questionnaires.

Although I did not get a full staff turn-out, as I had hoped, I managed
to entice fifteen out of the twenty to the event. The atmosphere was indeed
relaxed and produced the hoped-for discussions and reflections. I was disap-
pointed, however, in the hope that I would be in a better position to
persuade those attending to complete the questionnaires. I ended up with
six completed questionnaires out of a possible fifteen, which was indeed
disappointing. In contrast, the verbal feedback that I received was very
encouraging and reflected written responses that were returned.

The second set of questionnaires revealed a number of reflections. All
respondents felt that the information pack would be of assistance to them
in their teaching. They felt that it ‘would be a useful resource’, was ‘very
comprehensive’, has ‘excellent links to Web addresses’ and found the ‘samples
of policy especially useful’. One respondent wrote that they ‘would enjoy
and use [it] as an aid in my teaching’. Another felt that ‘training on how
to deliver would be in order to alleviate any uncertainty’.

This final comment, and others made during discussions, indicate that
uncertainty exists and that there is a need for further information, discus-
sion and reflection in order to address it.

Participants had the following thoughts on the material included:

Interesting, colourful and very attractive.

Good; seems to be a mixture of things to suit different age groups.

The real-life stories of young people highlighted how difficult it can
be for them.

It was interesting to read the personal stories, helped illustrate issues
and how they affect people.

I was pleased to get these last two comments because it shows that 
participants are being made aware of how difficult these issues are for young
people.
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When asked what else they would like to see added to the material, two
participants came up with similar answers, which were that they would
like to see examples of possible questions that students might ask and exam-
ples of how to deal with them. This, once again, emphasises the uncertainty
that exists for some, and reinforces the need for ongoing work in this area.

The consensus of opinion on whether the information pack should be
made available to students was very positive. All felt, however, that the
pack should be made smaller, not just in content but also in physical size,
to make it more accessible. One respondent felt that it should not be made
generally available, but suggested that it could be placed ‘where it can be
privately requested’.

I would hope that with further discussions and staff development this
participant would feel better equipped to provide all students with access
to the information.

Participants felt the following things should be included for students:
‘worksheets (showing positive attitudes)’, access to ‘phone numbers, activ-
ities, clubs, support systems outside of the home and school’. Someone
suggested ‘a laminated credit card-size info card with important numbers/
contacts’.

Another commented, ‘I think talking openly about sexuality is the best
way of working [with] young people, not showing any moral disapproval,’
and this is exactly what I would like to achieve. We need to remind ourselves
that, as Mole (1995) says:

there are heterosexual, homosexual and bisexual people in all races and
cultural groups although this may not always be acknowledged by
people within these groups. There are heterosexists and homophobic
people in all races and cultural groups. Some people use their religious
faith to justify their heterosexism and homophobia.

(Mole, 1995, p. 7)

The kinds of attitudes and beliefs mentioned by Mole exist within schools.
However, as educators we need to put aside our personal, religious and
cultural beliefs, whatever they are, and teach, free of judgement.

Conclusion

For me this project was a real journey of discovery. Having no knowledge
of action research before the project, I have begun to learn a great deal
about it and its value as a tool for collaborative change. It is this collabo-
ration, along with the fact that it is participatory, practical, empowering,
political, reflective and a social process that, in my opinion, makes it less
scientific or clinical than centred in humanism. As an educator, and not a
scientist, this is my preferred approach to research. I have enjoyed its
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processes of planning, action, reflection, further planning, further action and
so on, in cycles of self-reflection.

The reflections gained from the questionnaires, informal discussions and
comments made to me in passing, at the photocopier or on the stairs, indi-
cate that this small action research project has been thought-provoking for
participants. How much and to what extent it has affected participants’
practice is difficult to tell at this stage. It has been interesting, and unex-
pected, to observe the effect of the research process in terms of bringing
people together to focus on a difficult (and often ‘taboo’) set of issues. What
I do know is that it has had a dramatic affect on me. As the impetus for
the research sprang from what was happening within my own practice, it
has enabled me to reflect upon this and to make changes. Any reservations
that I may have had about the teaching of sexuality have been well and
truly eliminated as a result of this project. I can now go forth armed with
my information pack, and perhaps some guidance from the DfES, and secure
in the knowledge that the scaremongering that surrounded Section 28 does
not apply to schools. The plight of some gay, lesbian and bisexual young
people is even more desperate than people may imagine, and perhaps most
do not even think about this, and I am therefore resolved to do what ever
I can to ensure that their needs are met and that they are fully included
as part of the school community.

In this small research project, I have been able to share and engage with
others in this reflection and to encourage them to reflect upon their own
beliefs and practices. For this reason, I am very proud of the small project
I have undertaken. As an openly gay man the subject is something that I
feel very close to and passionate about. As an educator, committed to inclu-
sion, I want to ensure that not only are all students treated fairly and
equally, but that gay, lesbian and bisexual teenagers are recognised and that
their needs and interests are adequately and appropriately met. We need
to work towards ensuring that gay and lesbian issues are incorporated into
all areas of the curriculum and address these in ways which challenge what
has always been a heterosexual curriculum. Educators need to undergo profes-
sional development to open up discussion and enhance understanding in
the form of workshops, courses or in-service training, to increase their know-
ledge of gay and lesbian issues and to develop an awareness of what it is
like to live in a heterosexist and homophobic society.

This knowledge is part of what is needed for the development of inclu-
sive school cultures, curricula and pedagogies. As Freire (1970) points out,
we are concerned with developing:

a pedagogy which must be forged with, not for, the oppressed (whether
individuals or peoples) in the incessant struggle to regain their
humanity. This pedagogy makes oppression and its causes objects of
reflection by the oppressed, and from that reflection will come their

1111
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
1011
1
2
13
4
5
6
7
8
9
20111
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
30111
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
40111
1
2
3
44111

Gay students, teachers and research action 135



necessary engagement in the struggle for their liberation. And in the
struggle this pedagogy will be made and remade.

(Freire, 1970, p. 30)

Even though Freire is making reference to the education of the world’s
oppressed classes, I feel that it can be related to what is endured by gay, 
lesbian and bisexual teenagers within education. I see them as being
oppressed and that there is a real struggle for liberation. I also feel that what
we have begun to achieve in this project is to embark on a process of change
and we must keep working to ensure that it continues. I have not been able
to include the voices of young gay, lesbian and bisexual students in my 
project, and this is something I plan to seriously address in any future work.

During the course of the project I have discussed my work with friends
and colleagues in other schools and educational settings. All of them have
expressed great interest in what I have been undertaking. One friend, the
Head of a primary school for children identified as having Emotional and
Behavioural Difficulties (EBD), has begun to use the first stages suggested
in the pack with her colleagues and is keen for me to present the follow-
up session. On a visit to another setting, a secondary school designated for
children identified as having emotional and behavioural difficulties, the
mention in passing of my project was met with great excitement from 
the deputy Head and a request to be included in any further developments.
These examples strengthen my belief that there is a real need and a desire
within the education community to learn about, and to include, sexuality
in schools and the curriculum as part of a wider commitment to developing
inclusive education.
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Challenging behaviour – ours,
not theirs

Karen Dunn

Len Barton’s opening remarks in the foreword to this book, that inclusive
thinking and practice are hard work, is evidenced as the case throughout all
the chapters which follow it. As an academic, working in the relatively – and
I stress relatively – informal atmosphere of a university, I am brought back
sharply, in reading the chapters of this book, to the hectic pace of a teacher’s
life in school or college. Tangible through the research struggles of the pages
I have just finished reading are the sounds of the corridors I remember from
my own teaching career, the bells ringing, the pushing, the armfuls of books
being carted from one temporary classroom to the next, the dinner duties.
When Simpson writing about the constraints on her research practice in
Chapter 5 notes: ‘Finding the time for an observation is extremely difficult.
Each time this has been arranged, Michael is absent, has absconded, a supply
teacher is taking the lesson or I have been put on a cover rota,’ it all comes
back to me – with frightening clarity – and I am moved, before making any
other comment about the value of the contributions in this collection, 
to stand back and applaud – just as Joe’s classmates did in Kathy Charles’s
beautifully articulated study, on a tremendously difficult job well done!

The ‘hard work’ of undertaking research in difficult circumstances to
bring about change in organisations, or processes to advance an agenda for
inclusion, requires all of the qualities which Barton describes in the fore-
word. Openness and honesty, passion and commitment – yes, all these –
and also, and in my view, for teachers, more than this. Teaching today is
no joke, and inclusion in school settings, for all the political rhetoric,
remains the cause of a good deal of anxiety with the vast majority of teachers,
parents and often, it seems, children and young people too. To work to
advance an agenda for inclusion, in the target-driven and achievement-
oriented market place that education has become, requires teachers to have
high expectations of their colleagues and those they teach. It requires them
to ‘see’ that things can be better and to trust that those around them –
despite much evidence to the contrary – with a bit of help from the 
social model, with its emphasis on breaking down the barriers which create
exclusion, can and will change their practice and improve their game.
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Sorsby’s work with Learning Support Assistants evidences just this. Acting
on the assertion that ‘inclusion is for staff as well as pupils’ (Booth et al.,
2000) the high expectations she has of this group of staff and the 
dividends that pays for the learners in that context, are clearly demon-
strated. Similarly, as a firm advocate of the significance of raising the voices
of children in debates around inclusion in support of each other as well as
on their own account, it is heartening to read of Kathy Charles’s work with
Jack and Joe – and to see the same ‘high expectations’ of the possibilities
of inclusion credited to children as partners with each other in the process
of bringing about change. Dell and her buddies, in Mary Clifton’s study,
inspire the same confidence and show us the critical importance of 
‘relationship’ in developing inclusive practices.

That some of the work which this book shares emerges from the DfES
Best Practice Research Programme is encouraging and testament also to
what I can only imagine has been the inspired teaching of the book’s editors
and their colleagues – that inclusion is best practice. As a qualitative
researcher with a ‘never really got to grips with action research’ hang-up
– if anything could persuade me to have a closer look, then the context
into which this method is placed within Armstrong and Moore’s chapter
is probably it. Adapting and re-forming action research in the manner which
the practitioners contributing to this book have done is impressive and I
particularly like the links made with emancipatory and participatory research
methods in several of the chapters. Judith Gwynn’s consideration of the
social exclusion which disabled teenagers face by virtue of the limited social
opportunities available to them in the segregated setting where they are
educated comes perhaps closer than most to ‘jumping ship’ to emancipa-
tory method. We get close to the research participants in this study and
we can ‘feel’ the research happening. The writer’s anger at the disabling
barriers and restrictions which the teenagers she is working with face, both
in terms of how their sexualities are characterised and their friendships
undervalued, is palpable. In so many books on inclusion I have read, anger
is ‘edited’ out, almost as if we have ‘done’ anger – and I for one am pleased
to see it is firmly ‘in’ this collection of pieces.

Working with Hannah to tackle a college’s funding strategy not working
to the best advantage of disabled students, Thompson is particularly
insightful into the problems and possible limitations of action research –
which are useful to raise in the context of keeping our own expectations
of the methods we need to employ in researching inclusion issues high.
Influenced by Carr’s writing (1995) she notes in this chapter that whilst
action research has many advantages, what it is for and where it is going
require further interrogation. For Thompson, whilst changing overt processes
– like funding application systems – might be possible with the help of
action research methods, making changes in more subtle, interper-
sonal aspects of processes (such as the attitudes of key gatekeepers) is more
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problematic. Action research needs to develop to provide mechanisms for
these ‘soft’ process issues to be assertively addressed. In my own work I am
involved in developing the Process Evaluation Method (PEM) (Dunn and
Moore, 2003), which places emphasis on enabling discursive and open
dialogue on informal, covert and contested issues which often militate against
developing inclusive practice. It seems many of the tensions around action
research which the practitioner-researchers raise in this collection could be
explored further by engagement with this approach.

As the contributors to this book have shown, it is important to make
sure all our research practice is characterised by commitment to developing
meaningful collaborations, to working alongside agencies and services, to
applying practically oriented findings. Research which takes place outside the
‘ivory tower’ world of academia can pick up on a real understanding of,
and commitment to, the struggle against exclusion. Research action
conducted by teachers and other practitioners effects a gradual ‘step change’
and offers a crucial opportunity for future change and development. In the
field of inclusive education we are at a particularly important juncture in
relation to shifts in policy direction towards consulting and maximising
opportunities for children and young people to participate in policy devel-
opment and implementation which impacts on their lives. As contributors
to this book have shown, children and young people often have insider
perspectives which are overlooked by service providers in planning, delivery
and evaluation which hold great potential to help services reach their most
vulnerable contemporaries (Murray, 2002; Dunn, 2001; Moore, 2000).

I have enjoyed this book for the breadth of its definition of inclusive
practices and issues. Colin Slater’s chapter on the inclusion of gay, lesbian
and bisexual pupils – and the issues this can involve – reminded me of the
vastness of the project we are all a part of. The common usage of ‘gay’ as
a term of abuse in schools infuriates me on a weekly basis as I hear reports
of this and that activity and argument from my own 11 year old boy’s
school life. I have – like you, perhaps – had my rant about it at parents’
evening, and shared the annoyance of it with some teaching staff and some
parents, but that there are others in both groups who look dismally at you
when you raise it – as if you are really ‘just looking for something to moan
about now’ – is enough to stem any complacency. The project of inclusion
is a huge one. There is evidently a major place for working at the micro-
level of policy interpretation and practice to bring about change.

Finally, I would congratulate the authors and the editors for undertaking
and including work originating in the ‘special’ sector in this collection. I
read with interest Pauline Zelaieta’s study of the issues she faced as the
leader of an inclusion team in a special school, and the discussion aired
helps me to conceptualise and appreciate the commitment of those working
in that area of provision in ways I am unfamiliar with and unpractised in
doing. Zelaieta’s work shows that constructing and agreeing in partnership
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a workable, realistic agenda for research and change will add value to practice
as it unravels.

Challenging the prejudices and behaviours we have in relation to each
other is – after all – the business of those involved in the project of inclu-
sion. The struggles of the participants and authors contained within the
preceding pages evidence their own commitment to challenging their own
learning and working practices and assumptions. As a reader I am left with
a sense of deep gratitude to all of them for helping to make schools and
colleges more inclusive places to be.
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