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FOREWORD


A quarter way through the twenty-first century, we stand at a crossroads in English education with regard to children with special educational needs and disabilities (SEND).

As the authors wisely remind us in their excellent History chapter, the Warnock Report of 1978 and the Education Act of 1981 marked vital step-changes in our schooling system. Thereafter, children and young people with special educational needs could have proper access to classroom learning, with appropriate support.

Yet take these statistics from one of the largest local authorities in the country: in 2016, the county was responsible for 7550 children with an Education, Health and Care Plan (EHCP). In January 2024, the number increased to 13,228. And with only a gently expanding overall school population, the county has seen an irresistible rise in the number of EHCPs; an increase of 28% since March 2021.

It is this demand – and its inevitable cost – that places our education system at a crossroads.

There is no financial cavalry on the horizon. School leaders are going to have to find positive solutions to meet the needs of the vast majority of children within mainstream schools. The nation’s special schools are in good heart but there is simply not the capacity within them to address the burgeoning numbers of youngsters who have identified special needs.

Against this backcloth, The A–Z of Special Educational Needs is an unashamed celebration of the importance of leading special educational needs in primary and secondary schools, rooted in the authors’ experiences and extensive research with SEND leaders. The book captures the joys and rewards as well as some of the frustrations and challenges.

It is, in part, an honest account of what being a Special Educational Needs Co-ordinator (SENCo) is like: see especially pages 159–166. We hope the content may inspire you to become one in your school or, if you are already practising the art, guide you into becoming an even better one. As a handbook of tried-and-tested practice, it has been designed to be dipped in and out of as the need demands.

A SENCo occupies a unique position in a school. In common with the headteacher, there is usually only one of you but, unlike the headteacher, the SENCo requires an additional qualification to undertake the role. This should demonstrate to everyone in education – parents, the local authority, as well as other stakeholders – the importance of this position in the school.

Neil Maslen and Lindsay Cooper-Smith have both served as SENCos and worked with many leaders of special needs in schools and across multi-academy trusts. Their authoritative narrative demonstrates how much they truly value colleagues’ tenacity and determination to support some of our most educationally vulnerable children.

The authors make very clear that the role is not for the faint hearted as they take the reader on an informative journey from Adaptive and Disability, through EHCP and IEP, to Yearning and Zones. In the words of Theodore Roosevelt, ‘nothing worth having comes easy’.

Note: In this A–Z title, the term SEND (Special Educational Needs and Disabilities) is used to encompass the range of learning difficulties or disabilities that can hinder a child or young person’s learning compared to their peers.

Roy Blatchford, series editor










SECTION 
ONE











ADAPTIVE


In order to succeed as a leader of special educational needs, you need to be able to adapt and respond in an agile manner.

The education system is always changing and you may need to adapt to these changes and support others to adapt. There are two elements to this chapter: how to adapt in your role, but also how teachers could and should use an adaptive teaching approach in their lessons and how you can valuably assist them.

Being adaptive is not just about what happens in the classroom, but also describes the very role of a SENCo. There are not many positions in a school that have to deal with so many different stakeholders, often at the same time or in very close succession. These interactions may not be planned, making that process of adapting to different scenarios all the more challenging.

Let’s paint a picture of what a typical day might look like.

You arrive at school and meet with a teacher who is struggling to manage a pupil in their class and does not feel they are meeting their needs. They are visibly anxious and upset, so not only need some practical advice, but also some gentle reassurance. As you finish with this, you get a call from the school office telling you a parent has arrived at reception asking to see you. You know what this is about and, although you have a meeting with the local authority (LA) that you need to plan for, you know that dealing with this now will make things easier in the long term.

This is then followed by a staff briefing, then the pre-arranged meeting. Later that day you need to deal with a behaviour issue at break, and observe and feed back to a teacher on an aspect of their teaching. After that, you have a meeting with the headteacher about a governing body meeting that evening at which you are presenting some data. So, a little extreme, perhaps, but let’s list all the people who required a level of interaction (with the SENCo providing a high level of information) often with little preparation:


	Teacher requiring emotional and practical support for them to manage their day effectively


	Challenging parent arriving at reception demanding information and support


	Staff briefing – taking in information on the school day


	LA meeting about an individual pupil, requiring in-depth knowledge of a child so that additional funding can be obtained


	A planned lesson visit and feedback to a teacher on how to support a pupil with a specific learning need that needed some prior research


	Meeting with the headteacher


	Presentation of data to the governing body.




This variety is what makes the role so appealing to some and so enjoyable for others. Your preparation and leadership will be key in order to help you manage this.

As a lead for special needs in your school, you will need to be up to date with current research, publications and advice and this will support you in your many roles. You should also be aware of what is available within your trust, or local SENCo network, as well as the local authority, to support children with SEN. It is helpful to be part of email groups to receive notifications of current initiatives that might be available, including funding. Two very useful organisations are the Education Endowment Foundation (EEF) and the National Association for Special Educational Needs (NASEN). Where possible, you should request from the school leadership team to attend local authority SENCo briefings or similar.

Being part of local area or organisations’ working parties and task and finish groups can give SENCos a good knowledge of what may be available but also allows them to share their expertise on what schools and children need, helping to shape the local offer and landscape for identified children and their families.


ADAPTIVE TEACHING

There has been a shift in professional vocabulary from ‘differentiation’ to ‘adaptive teaching’. What does that mean and why is the change necessary?

In a blog for the EEF, Jon Eaton (2022) states that adaptive teaching is about ‘being responsive to information about learning, then adjusting teaching to better match pupil need’. It involves teaching the same lesson objectives to all pupils while providing scaffolds (a metaphor for support that is removed in response to a pupil’s need) to allow all pupils to make progress. Rather than planning different activities for different groups depending on attainment levels, adaptive teaching is adapting whole-class teaching so everyone can access the learning objective.

This is not new. It is part of the Teachers’ Standards (2011) that staff ‘will adapt teaching to respond to the strengths and needs of all pupils’. Adaptive teaching is also referenced in Standard 5 of the UK Government’s Early career framework (2019). Early career teachers (ECTs) are recommended to work with the special needs leader and show an understanding of the SEND Code of Practice (2014) in regards to this standard.

The shift has occurred as there is a risk that when differentiating, expectations may be lowered which can create ‘ceilings’ for pupils, particularly those who may have SEND or be lower attaining. Sometimes this tenuous link between activity and teacher input can lead to disengagement by our pupils with SEND. Florian and Black-Hawkins (2013) believe that inclusion is more effective when teachers focus on what is to be taught, rather than who is to learn.

Often when differentiating, teachers would be creating several mini lessons within a lesson. Therefore, in principle, when teachers are adapting rather than differentiating, their workload should be less. Differentiation can sometimes exclude pupils from whole-class opportunities and allow for ‘coasting’. Thus, instead of identifying reasons for difference, we need to respond to individual differences.

As teachers, we all know that pupils learn at different rates and require different levels and types of support at different points in their education in order to succeed. Assessment allows teachers to ascertain what children know, what their barriers might be and what they need to learn next. Adapting teaching in a responsive way to this knowledge by providing targeted support to pupils who are struggling is likely to increase pupil success.

Differentiation is considered still valid and appropriate when a child is working significantly below their peers by, say, two years or more.


Examples of adaptive teaching

Barriers to learning can include vocabulary, behaviour, production skills (such as writing), ability to decode, and a limited working memory. Teachers should be supported by the SENCo to think of methods to adapt their teaching to remove these barriers or provide targeted support to develop skills that may be causing barriers.

Here is a particular example of adaptive teaching linked to resources. If teaching a science lesson where pupils are asked to research the parts of a plant, teachers may want to provide reading texts that are at an appropriate reading level to particular groups of pupils. There may be opportunity for pre-teaching, where the child can read a text in advance of the lesson or can be supported in understanding the text by an adult prior to the lesson. The activity could be scaffolded to provide pupils with support to achieve the objective and task. This could be the use of a writing frame or an opportunity to cut and stick rather than write.

Pupils may need learning to be given a context or linked to previous learning or events. Pictures or videos could be used to do this prior to the lesson. Specific vocabulary linked to topics may need to be taught beforehand to allow pupils to access the teacher input fully.

Adaptive teaching may also be linked to behaviour. Pupils should be provided with opportunities to learn and develop appropriate behaviour for learning through intervention or adult support.

Pupils with sensory needs or hearing/visual impairments may need to have the accessibility of resources considered. Is the font big enough? Where are they seated in the classroom?

By using assessment for learning, teachers are able to provide adaptations in the moment; this may be as simple as changing their language or clarifying next steps. It may also be providing examples of completed tasks. Peer support can not only allow pupils to extend and consolidate their learning by explaining to a peer, it can also support those pupils who are not yet confident by having it explained by a fellow pupil in a different way. Sometimes it may be appropriate to set some learners to work individually while a few who need further explanation attempt the activity as a group before moving on to work independently.

Adaptive teaching is for all. If a pupil needs adaptations made in order to succeed, it does not automatically mean they should be on the SEND register and considered for SEND Support.

However, if a pupil needs targeted/intervention-style support for a prolonged period (longer than six weeks), this provision would be considered ‘additional to and different from their peers’ and would result in the child warranting an Individualised Education Plan (IEP) and being added to the SEND register. These decisions should be made in collaboration with the SENCo, who would ultimately make the decision. Targeted interventions can be measured using the ‘assess, plan, do, review’ cycle to ensure it is what the child needs. This provision should be shared with parents and reviewed regularly.

Whether adapting learning to support all pupils to learn or adapting your own practice to ensure your interactions across the day are managed appropriately, it is vital for a SENCo to understand and be reflective in their role in order to succeed.


ASIDE

What is the purpose of adaptive teaching?

When thinking about adaptive teaching, what is the priority?


	Is it for all children to reach the same outcome?


	Is it for children to develop their independence through scaffolding?


	Is it to encourage an equity of education?


	Is it to allow all children to experience success?
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