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THE INNOVATIVE PRACTITIONER
Reconceptualising the ‘special needs' task

Susan Hart

ABSTRACT

This study has two main themes. The first is concerned with re-examining the
relationship between 'ordinary' and 'special' education in the light of
developments in thinking and practice over the past decade. A case study
approach was used to explore the limits and limitations of the thesis that
‘special educational needs' can be most effectively addressed as part of a
process of general curriculum critique and development designed to benefit
all children. Pursuing questions and concerns arising from my own
experience as a support teacher, the aim of the research was to establish if
there is stll a place for a concept of 'special' education consistent with this
interpretation of the task and, if so, on what basis a distinction might now
legitimately be made.

Individual children's responses to a particular instance of general curriculum
development (in the teaching and learning of writing) were observed, and
samples of their writing collected, over a period of several months. The
analysis of this material highlighted the need for, and the means to articulate,
a discourse and interpretive procedure for responding to concerns about
individual children's learning which reflect and enact the critique of 'learning
difficuldes' understood as an individual problem. Having reformulated the
original thesis to include an individual dimension, the study concludes that
what is needed to resolve the questions raised initially is not, after all, a new
distinction between ‘ordinary' and 'special' education, but a distinction of a
quite different order: one which draws attention to different kinds of
professional thinking, and highlights the critical and innovative nature of the
thinking required.

The second, subsidiary theme is a methodological one. It explores what the
study itself may have to contribute to the establishment of a mode of research
derived from teaching. Claiming to use no 'methods’ other than the
interpretive resources and experience of a teacher, the study uses its own
processes to explore and establish its methodological status, and in particular
to consider the significance of prior experience in the development of new
knowledge about education.
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INTRODUCTION

In this study, I set out to explore the limits and limitations of the thesis
that the most just and constructive way to address 'learning difficulties'
is through a process of general curriculum critique and development
designed to benefit all children. The origins of this thesis in my work
as a remedial teacher, and ‘'special needs' support teacher will be
examined in the first chapter. The question to which it had led me was
whether we could and should now dispense with a concept of 'special’
educational needs, or whether (in order to fulfil our responsibilities
towards children) some sort of distinction between 'ordinary' and

'special' education might still need to be maintained,

Behind this question was a further set of questions about the function
and limitations of support work arising from this reinterpretation of
the 'special needs' task (1). When I embarked on the study, I had taken
time out from work on a literacy support team in order to take a fresh
look at the reasons for the theoretical and practical impasse into which
support work appeared to be moving. My new post as researcher on two
projects at Thames Polytechnic School of Primary Education allowed me,
in addition, the opportunity to set up and conduct a study for my own
purposes. My intention was to use this to help me work through the
problems and dilemmas that support work was posing, and to help decide

how to develop my own future professional role.

Unfortunately, this latter decision had to be made long before the study
1



was complete, since my research appointment was on a temporary
contract. I was appointed as an in-service tutor at what was then the
Cambridge Institute of Education, where I have now been working for
four years. The research therefore spans a period in which I was both a
teacher-researcher, carrying out an investigation whieh related
directly to my own (prior and possibly future) professional role, and an
in-service educator, carrying out an investigation relating to a practice

which was no longer directly my own.

Or was it? One of the reasons that it has been complicated to locate the
study methodologically, is that what I am now doing is what I decided
that my role as a support teacher needed to become (provisionally,
pending the outcome of this study) in order to move beyond the
contradictions and limitations of the support role, with which I had
become increasingly dissatisfied. Thus, although the themes, questions
and concerns arose from my work as a support teacher, the outcomes of
this study should also be directly relevant to my work as an in-service
educator, if my decision to reconceptualise my support role as an in-

service role was well-founded.

Indeed, although most of the thesis has been written from the
perspective of my role as a support teacher (since this was the original
source of the substantive topics to be addressed), I have not experienced
any sense that its questions were no longer relevant to my current
concerns. On the contrary, the study has enabled me to explore and
theorise more explicitly the continuity between the two roles, such that
the change of role, and the new experience that it has brought me into
contact with, have been able to make a significant contribution to the

developments in thinking occasioned by the study in relation to the
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questions originally posed.

My task, then, in terms of my own personal agenda, has been to draw
out the implications of my study both for the practice of support work
and for my new role as in-service educator. At the same time, I have
attempted to connect up this personal agenda to more general debates
and questions about 'special needs' issues, in order to make explicit the
contribution which this study may have to make to overall thinking in

the field.

The thesis is organised in three parts. In Part One, I present the
theoretical background to the study, retracing the origins of the
particular version of the 'special needs' task that I was working with at
the outset, in my own experience. I explain the questions and concerns
arising in my work as a support teacher which could not as yet be
resolved from within the theoretical framework I had elaborated so far,
and how these seemed to be suggesting that some sort of (reformulated)
concept of 'special' education might need to be maintained. I explain my
choice of a case study approach to probe the limits and limitations of
these existing understandings, and justify the particular focus and
location chosen for the investigation. 1 also introduce the second,
subsidiary, theme of the study which relates to the (possibly

innovative) mode of research adopted.

In Part Two, I present the first stage of the analysis of the case study
material. The function of these two lengthy chapters within the study
as a whole is not to present initial 'findings' but to generate textual
resources for further analysis. As products of my thinking ‘put-to-

work' (Smith 1982) in a particular situation, they provide a means of
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access to that thinking which renders it susceptible to reflection,

critique and reconstruction.

In Part Three, 1 present the outcomes of this second stage of the
analysis. I draw on the detail of the texts themselves, and the processes
of their production, to elaborate, review and reconstruct my
understanding of the 'special needs' task and the theoretical framework
which supports it. I then review the questions and concerns raised
initially in the light of this reconstruction, to see if my expectation has
been borne out that some sort of distinction between 'ordinary' and
‘special' education might need to be maintained. Finally, I use the
experience of the research to review the methodological issues raised in
Part One, and to consider what the study may have to contribute to a re-

examination of the relationship between research and teaching.

1. Throughout the study, I use the term “special needs task" to refer
to what becomes of the task of "meeting special educational needs”
once the problem has been reconceptualised in terms of social
processes rather than individual deficits. These arguments will be
explored in detail in Chapter One.



PART ONE

STARTING POINTS



CHAPTER ONE

FROM INDIVIDUAL PATHOLOGY TO CRITICAL RESPONSIBILITY

Much of the enquiry into education commences without an
attempt to construct a system of meaning on which to ground
analysis of the questions it pursues (Kincheloe 1991, p.36)

This chapter seeks to clarify the 'system of meaning' from within which
the questions to be addressed in this study are framed. By this, I mean the
particular theoretical and ideological stance which underpins the study,
gives shape to the questions and guides its interpretations. It is
important to make this 'system of meaning' explicit for two reasons:
firstly, because of the need that Kincheloe identifies for researchers to
locate themselves within the social reality that they seek to investigate;
and, secondly, because it is necessary to establish what is distinctive
about the particular interpretation of the 'special needs' task that I was
working with initially, in order to explain the significance of the

questions that provided the starting point for the study.

My aim, then, in this chapter, is to retrace the origins of this
interpretation of the task in my own experience, and to attempt to locate
it in relation to wider developments in thinking and practice in the field.
The analysis of this conceptual background will be presented in four
parts. In the first, I set my own experience as a 'remedial' teacher
alongside an evolving critique of traditional approaches to 'remedial’
education in the literature of the seventies and early eighties, showing
how this experience redirected my attention to the curriculum (1) as a

major source of children's supposed 'learning difficulties'.



In the second, I look at the impact of the abolition of the concept of
'remedial' education upon this developing critique, and suggest that
subsequent critiques of the concept of 'special educational needs' have
not succeeded in generating a reconceptualisation of the 'special needs'
task as radical in its implications as that which had emerged from
experience of support work in a secondary school. I propose that this
may be in part because much of the argument has been conducted at a
macro-level of policy and ideology, and lacks close knowledge of the
impact of the mainstream curriculum on learners that had become
accessible to remedial teachers through experience of in-class support
work. It is to this (as yet underdeveloped) dimension of the critique that

this study seeks to make a contribution.

In the third part, I begin to assemble the resources available from
literature and research that justify and support a conceptualisation of
the 'special needs task' as principally a process of general curriculum
critique and development. I construct these into a preliminary
framework to support this interpretation of the task, showing how they
can be used to help generate ideas for enquiry and development that can
be justified as likely to be especially beneficial to children currently
experiencing most difficulty, yet without needing to single out a distinct

group of children as the target for intervention.

In the fourth part, I explore what grounds there are for assuming that
this formulation of the task is a realistic possibility, as well as a more just
and constructive goal to work for. I conclude by showing briefly how
the question which this study set out to address relates to this

interpretation of the task and aimed to probe its limitations.



RECONCEPTUALISING 'REMEDIAL' EDUCATION

When I became a remedial teacher in the late seventies, the forms of
organisation, methods of assessment and teaching techniques used at the
time reflected what Golby and Gulliver (1979) refer to as the 'ideology of
pathology' (p.139). Like other forms of special provision, remedial
education was organised on the assumption that children who were
failing to make progress within the range of achievement regarded as
'normal' had something wrong with them. A defect in their mental
and/or physical functioning was hindering their learning and
preventing them from benefiting from the education provided in
ordinary schools. Some form of additional, different or specialist
provision was required to meet their needs, and these needs legitimated
their separation from their peers for all or part of their education.
Candidates for remedial education were (in principle) those whose
measured intelligence suggested that they could, with appropriate
diagnosis and treatment of the problem, be restored to a 'normal’ level of
functioning.  The remainder were classified and categorised according
to the nature of their assumed learning difficulty or disability and

referred on to special schools.

The main function of remedial work at this time was to offer pupils help
with the supposed 'basic skills' so that they would be able to cope more
successfully with the literacy demands of the curriculum. The extent of
the 'problem' was certainly considerable, according to the evidence
provided by standardised reading tests used for screening purposes at the

time. Both in my previous school and in the current school, over a third



of those transferring to secondary school had a reading 'age’ of under 9,
which (according to the wisdom of the time) was a threshold in literacy
development: the point when learners were assumed to have mastered
the 'basics' well enough for further learning to occur naturally through

use. -

Reading help was provided by withdrawing pupils from lessons for up to
five periods (out of forty) each week, depending upon the severity of the
problem. The 'ideology of pathology’, as it was referred to by Golby and
Gulliver, was implicit both in this formulation of the task, and in the
tests, procedures and methods used to establish what was wrong and
attempt to remedy it. Children were referred for tests of sight and
hearing to establish whether sensory malfunction might be the source of
difficulty. Intelligence was compared with attainment in reading and
spelling in order to ascertain whether children were 'slow learners' (i.e.
their difficulties in acquisition of literacy could be attributed to
generally low intelligence) or simply 'backward' (i.e. attainment in
lagging behind what might be predicted on the basis of their
intelligence scores). Where a discrepancy between intelligence and
literacy attainment was identified, it was assumed that the child had a
specific learning difficulty related to reading or spelling, which

required further careful diagnosis.

Tests of oral language, visual discrimination, auditory discrimination,
sequencing, etc. would attempt to establish deficits which might be
inhibiting the child's learning and which might be remedied with
appropriate training. Tests of continuous oral reading would attempt to
identify patterns of error in the child's processing of print and attempt

to diagnose the faulty concepts about print and about the reading process
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reflected in them. All of these reflected the assumption that the question
'why is the child failing to learn?' was synonymous with the question

‘what is wrong with the child?'.

Nevertheless, criticisms of this traditional approach -to0 remedial
education were already being widely voiced both from within the
specialist field and from outside. Abetted by Collins' provocative claims
about the ‘remedial education hoax' (1972), the preceding decade had been
marked by continuing discussion and controversy concerning how the
role of the remedial teacher might be redefined (e.g. Widlake 1975,
McNicolas 1976, 1979, NARE 1977, Gains 1980, Meek et al 1983). The
questions being raised in the literature closely paralleled those arising

in my own practice.

Firstly, there was concern about the impact and effects of the
withdrawal system upon children and teachers. There was an undoubted
stigma attached to those who were in receipt of remedial help, in spite of
the best intentions of teachers to foster positive attitudes. Children were
ambivalent about receiving extra help because of the unkind taunts and
bullying which they had to put up with for the privilege. In some cases,
they were so angry and demoralised at being selected for remedial help,

that they would refuse point blank to read or do any kind of work.

Where children accepted rather than resisted the 'remedial’ label, there
was a danger that singling them out for special help would reinforce low
self-esteem and confirm them in their identities as less successful
learners. There was also a danger of teachers developing low
expectations of children in receipt of remedial help, which then became

self-fulfilling because children performed down to their expectations.
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Removing children from lessons created a disruption to class teaching
and an interruption to the individuals' learning which they had no
means of making up. It not only tended to cut them off even further
from the curriculum and from their relationships with peers, but it could
also have the effect of reducing the amount of support-which they
received in lessons, since teachers were under the impression that they

were receiving appropriate help elsewhere.

Secondly, it was argued that remedial education as traditionally conceived
was too narrow in its scope. It should be concerned with the education of
the 'whole child’, not simply limit itself to a focus on the basic skills in
isolation from the rest of the child's learning (Clark, 1976). Certainly,
there was evidence in my school that children were experiencing
difficulties not simply with literacy but with understanding in many
areas of the curriculum. They were continually faced with reading and
writing demands which they were unable to meet. Under these
circumstances, it seemed likely that any gains in skill or confidence
accrued during their withdrawal lessons would be immediately

undermined upon their return to lessons.

Moreover, questions were being asked about whether skills taught in one
context can be expected to transfer to other contexts, especially when the
content of remedial work was traditionally skills-based and unrelated to
any curriculum work. The need for remedial help was ascertained on the
basis of scores on tests, not on the basis of children's difficulties in
meeting the literacy demands of the curriculum. Since there was no
continuity between withdrawal work and subject teaching, it was by no
means self-evident that advances made in one context would necessarily

have any impact upon the child's competence in another.
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Thirdly, there was concern that the methods and techniques of remedial
education were based on an outmoded view of reading, which took
reading to be essentially a decoding process. Remediation involved
discovering the deficits in pupils' decoding abilities and attempting to
teach the missing skills, often in isolation from the meaningful act of
reading a text. Part way through my own in-service diploma in the
teaching of reading at this time, I was made continually aware of the
limitations of this view. Indeed, it seemed altogether plausible that the
difficulties in learning to read experienced by these children might be
related to the limitations of teaching previously and currently received

rather than to any deficiencies in children's own processing skills.

Teaching reading as the decoding of sound-symbol relationships left
children to discover the purposes of reading and the other cueing
systems for themselves. Children who failed at reading might be those
who, in the absence of appropriate experience, did not 'discover' for
themselves what reading was for; that, apart from knowledge of sound-
symbol correspondences, they also had to use their awareness of
syntactic and semantic cues in the context, their knowledge of stories and
their linguistic and cultural experience, in order to be able to read
fluently. To try to read by relying on word-by-word decoding was, as
Hynds (1984) has described, like trying to drive a car with only one

wheel,

If, through remedial teaching, we failed yet again to teach children to
use those cueing systems which they were manifestly not using or the
relevance of reading to their own lives, we would be reinforcing and

exacerbating the very difficulties which we were seeking to remedy. Yet
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it was difficult if not impossible to create the kinds of conditions required
for purposeful and effective reading away from the real contexts in
which reading was required (2). It was the curriculum which provided
these opportunities for learning to read as part of reading to learn, 'in

and through normal learning activities' (DES 1975 p.117). -

What was being questioned, it seemed, indirectly through all these
criticisms, was the practice of removing children from their regular
classrooms and attempting to remedy 'their' problems in isolation from
their regular teachers, peers and learning tasks. Remedial teachers
began to be urged to come out of their broom cupboards and take their
skills across the curriculum (Gains 1980). In-class support rather than
withdrawal began to be widely advocated in the literature. What was
proposed was not just a relocation for remedial work but also a wider
definition of the remedial task: as a general form of support for learning
within the curriculum, rather than simply developing literacy skills. The
objective of 'prevention' rather than simply remediation began to be
included in descriptions of the remedial teacher's role, as the
implications of closer co-operation with mainstream teachers began to be
worked through:

Remedial education is that part of education which is concerned

with the prevention, investigation and treatment of learning

difficulties from whatever source they may emanate and which

hinder the normal educational development of the student (NARE
in Gains 1980).

However, what was at issue in these various criticisms was the mode of
delivery of remedial education rather than with its underlying
assumptions. There was growing acknowledgement of a need for change
in the how and where of provision for children 'with learning

difficulties', without necessarily questioning the way the 'problem' itself
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was framed.

A more radical critique of remedial education was also emerging which
questioned the traditional focus upon individual deficiencies and began
to reformulate the 'problem' in terms of the limitations of the-curriculum
rather than the limitations of children. In 1978, the Scottish Education
Department produced a report in which it was argued that what children
in secondary schools who were experiencing difficulties required was
not remedial education but appropriate education (SED 1978). The
'problem’ was that the curriculum as currently provided was
inappropriate for about 50% of the children. This was clearly far too
large a proportion to be catered for by a remedial department. It implied
a reconceptualisation of remedial work as supporting a process of
curriculum reform to provide a curriculum which catered for the needs
of all children. Booth (1983) endorsed this analysis, but suggested that
the figure of 50% might be a somewhat conservative estimate:

..it is schools rather than children to whom remedial education is

to be applied and the number of ailing curricula may approach
100% (Booth, 1983 p.54).

The most penetrating critique of traditional remedial education came
from Golby and Gulliver in the seminal article referred to earlier (1979).
They argued that children 'with learning difficulties' should be seen, not
as unfortunate victims of personal deficiencies, but as casualties of an
accident-prone system. Remedial education was helping to preserve and
reproduce this faulty system by providing an ambulance service for its
casualties and endorsing its blame-the-victim explanations for their
problems. It was the system, rather than the children, which needed to
change, and it was the function of remedial education to support and

facilitate that process. Remedial teachers should become agents of
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institutional change, in effect 'consultants in road safety’.

The role we envisage for the remedial teacher is .... much altered
from the traditional. It is one that cannot be adopted by the
remedial teacher alone, for it depends on a different view of
normality on the part of all teachers. The traditional remedial
function would be much reduced, and alongside it a new emphasis
on curricular change, support and prevention developed (Golby
and Gulliver, 1979 p.185).

My own work attempting to support children in managing the
requirements of the general curriculum led me to a similar conclusion.
Observing the kinds of 'difficulties’ they were experiencing, I noted that
these were often:
..more to do with the way the lesson is being presented, with the
resources and strategies being used or with the demands being

made than with any specific problems our pupils may have (Hart
1986 p.27).

Although there might be strong grounds for shifting the location of
remedial work into the classroom, this could not happen without
significant changes taking place in the way that teaching and learning
were organised and enacted. It occurred to me that:

...by concentrating all special educational resources on individual
children we may actually be missing the point (Hart, 1986 p.27).

Remedial teachers would not be able to use their time constructively in
situations of predominantly whole-class teaching, or where the gap
between the demands and relevancies of the curriculum and the abilities,
experience and interests of the students was so wide. The paradox was, I
realised, that if the kinds of changes were to be instituted that would
make effective in-class support possible, there would be less need for
support (whether in-class or through withdrawal) in the first place. If

remedial support was not to substitute for more the fundamental changes
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that were required, the first and most important task should be to work
on the general curriculum, to make learning experiences more
interesting, relevant and accessible to all children, rather than offering
additional help to individuals found to be struggling within existing

arrangements. ""

Clearly, such a reconceptualisation of the 'problem' of 'learning
difficulties’ and reorientation of remedial work would be a major
undertaking. It would involve fundamental changes in aspects of school
organisation and curriculum and a major disturbance to the status quo
for children and teachers. Whilst such a change might be desirable and
just in principle, it was by no means sure that it would be possible to

bring about in practice, as Bines (1986) has argued in some detail.

Nevertheless, amongst these developments in thinking and practice,
there were certainly some that were poised to present a powerful
challenge to mainstream education. For this reason, the abandonment of
a separate category of 'remedial’ provision, following Warnock (DES 1978)
and the 1981 Education Act, and its absorption into the new broad
category of 'special educational needs’, represented a major setback. In
spite of apparently progressive connotations, the new concept
undermined and confused the developing critique of remedial education

in a number of ways.
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RECONCEPTUALISING 'SPECIAL EDUCATIONAL NEEDS'

Firstly, although it may have seemed initially that the abolition of
'remedial' as a discrete category would help to shed the old deficit
assumptions, in fact the same deficit assumptions were being reasserted
in a new guise. Meanwhile critics of traditional remedial education
found themselves stripped of the theoretical basis from which to mount
their critique. The 1981 Education Act defined 'special educational needs’
in terms of 'learning difficulties' understood as an attribute of children ,
and ‘special’ provision as provision that is additional to or different from
that generally available to all. These were, as has been argued, the

assumptions upon which the traditional approaches to remedial

education were based (3).

Moreover, the 'duty to integrate' clause of the 1981 Act served to confuse
the arguments promoting a shift to in-class support and blunt their
critical edge. If children had the 'right' to be educated alongside their
peers wherever possible, then this could be seen as sufficient basis in
itself upon which to argue for in-class support in preference to
withdrawal. If classroom support was then found to be unsatisfactory
(which was very likely to be the case if everything else remained
unchanged), then the child's removal to segregated provision could be
morally and legally justified, since it would have been shown that his

needs could not be properly catered for within the mainstream.

Thirdly, the new focus on individualised diagnosis and response meant
that provision was no longer to be determined in terms of category of
handicap but on the basis of the particular needs of each individual

child. The effect of this seemingly laudable aim was to disempower
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generalised critique of existing curricula and provision, since the need
for change could only be established on an individual-by-individual

basis.

Ironically, the so-called advances of the 1981 Education Act were in effect
a retreat from the concept of 'special educational needs' defined by the
Warnock Report (DES 1978). This did represent a significant, if limited,
shift away from the ‘medical' or 'deficit’ explanations of children’s
difficulties. Nevertheless, this shift was ignored by the 1981 Act, with the
result that definition and policy at national level have continued to be

informed by traditional deficit assumptions.

However, efforts to rescue and build on the advances in thinking
reflected in the Warnock report have continued over the past decade.
The shift towards a relative, interactive understanding of 'learning
difficulties' has been consolidated, and has led to significant changes at
the level of practice. This was prompted by a growing acknowledgement
that 'learning difficulties' could not simply be attributed to inherent
deficiencies but were in fact relative to the expectations, attitudes and
opportunities available for children within the educational institutions
which they attended:

The concept of special educational needs is a relative one, and need

is seen as the outcome of the interaction between the resources

and deficiencies of the child and the resources and deficiencies of
his environment (Wedell 1982 p.22).

It gave long overdue acknowledgement to the context and environment
as important factors in the development of children's abilities, in their
relative attainments and in determining who came to be identified as

requiring special help. Strictly, then, according to this view, 'special
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educational needs' are not something a child 'has', but are the product of
particular sets of circumstances which may themselves be open to
change such that the child no longer 'has' special needs. This shift thus
represented a significant, if limited, development of thinking which
directly challenged the association made explicitly in the 1981 Act
between 'special needs', 'learning difficulties' and children's inherent
limitations. It provided a more complex framework for understanding
the aetiology of problems in individual cases, and opened up the
possibility that a legitimate function for special education might be to
change some aspect of the environment rather than focusing all
resources and attention upon treating the child. By enabling 'needs' to
be seen as a product of the child's interaction with the curriculum, it
succeeded in shifting at least some of the burden of responsibility for

'difficulties’ away from the child.

However, the adjustment to the 'individual deficit’ model which it
represents is still a relatively minor one. The 'difficulties’ which are
seen as the proper concern of special education are still located with
individuals. Moreover, as Bines (1986) points out, because the resources
and deficiencies of the individual and resources and deficiencies of the
environment are treated as variables which are analytically distinct, the
approach fails to recognise 'that the 'individual problem' may itself be a

social product’' {(p.170).

The necessity to move beyond the individual level of explanation and
response has been forcefully demonstrated over the past decade through
the 'school effectiveness' research. The evidence of the Rutter report
(1979), for example, claimed to show marked differences between schools

in terms of achievements and behaviour. If it is the case that so-called
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'band three' children in an ‘effective’ school can rival the achievements
of 'band one' children in a less effective school, there are clearly
institutional effects at work which transcend pupils' individual
characteristics and backgrounds. It follows that simply focusing upon
individuals as a response to the 'learning difficulties' whichr-are seen as
evidence of 'special educational needs' may not be the most effective
approach. The most powerful response might be to concentrate upon
making teaching more effective for all children (Ainscow and Tweddle

1988, Galloway and Goodwin 1987, Ainscow 1991).

The evidence for focusing effort at whole-school level is persuasive.
However, because these conclusions are reached through statistical
manipulation rather than curriculum critique, they fail to yield
information that schools can actually use to provide an agenda for
development. Moreover, because 'effectiveness' is determined through
comparison between schools, the results are essentially conservative.
They promote as criteria of effectiveness the qualities of schools who are
best at doing what schools currently do (in terms of curricula, pedagogy,
organisation, definitions of knowledge, attainment etc.). What is lacking
is any critical analysis of curriculum content, organisation and
pedagogy, how these have come to take their present form, and how they
relate to educational outcomes which, in spite of teachers' conscious

intentions, appear to maintain and reproduce social inequalities.

A more radical critique of ’'special’ education and of the concept of
'special educational needs' has been presented by Tomlinson (1982). She
argues that our response to the plight of individual children who fail to
thrive within or are excluded from mainstream education needs to be

informed by an understanding which not only takes account of the
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whole institutional context, but also of the wider social, political and
economic contexts within which our professional practices are located.
Professionals, parents, all those involved in special education need the
insights provided by the sociological imagination:

"

...to examine the way in which the private trouble of having
produced or being a child with special needs, and the resultant
referral, assessment, labelling and diagnosing, is related to the
wider social structure, to processes of social and cultural
reproduction, and to the ideologies and rationalisations which are
produced to mystify the participants and, often, to perplex the
practitioners (Tomlinson, 1982 p.26).

Along with Barton (Barton and Tomlinson 1984), she claims that what is
needed is a model of special education in which social interests, rather
than individual differences or deficits, come to be regarded as an
appropriate mode of analysis. Although special education presents itself
as a benevolent, humanitarian response to the weak and vulnerable, it is
the interests of schools rather than tlie interests of individual children
that are being served by the marginalisation and exclusion of those
children who cannot or will not accommodate to mainstream provision as
currently provided. Special education as traditionally organised and
conceptualised plays an important reproductive function on behalf of
society as a whole. Bell and Best (1986) take up and elaborate upon these
arguments:
Provided help is given to the less fortunate members of society, the
education system is seen to be fulfilling its obligations and this
legitimises the claim of a system designed to educate every child
according to age, aptitude and ability. This is politically very
expedient. The system itself remains immune from criticism and

perpetuates the divisive inequalities inherent in the present
education system (p.38).

They argue that the distinction between 'ordinary' and 'special’ children

functions to maintain and reproduce the status quo in a number of ways.
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It carries the subtle implication that the needs of those not identified as
requiring ’special' provision are being adequately met within existing
arrangements, that the system itself is basically sound. It implies that
‘special' education is by definition good and beneficial for children, that
it is what they rather than what the system needs as a safety valve to
cope with the deviance and strain created by its underlying

contradictions.

The implication of these various arguments is that to tackle the 'problem’
that has traditionally been the domain of special education, we need a
framework which takes social processes rather than individuals as the
'unit of concern’' (Bart 1984). Through a critical analysis of social
processes, including the curricular and pedagogical practices of schools,
we can reach a more adequate understanding of the ‘difficulties’
experienced by and/or attributed to individuals and how we might most

effectively intervene within those practices to address them.

This sociological critique has clearly been influential in Dyson's
reconceptualisation of the 'special needs' task (Dyson 1990a). We do a
fundamental injustice to children, he argues, when we allow them to
take responsibility for 'difficulties’ which by rights should be attributed
to the system which has failed in its responsibility to provide
appropriately for all pupils. The problem is that those of us involved in
special education have been asking the wrong questions:

Instead of asking how education can change the individual, we

should be asking how the educational system itself can be

changed to accommodate the characteristics of all children,

regardless of the degree to which they are atypical (Dyson 1990a
p-58).

There is nothing fundamentally 'special' about 'special’ educational
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needs, he continues, except that they cannot currently be met within
mainstream schools. They are simply unmet needs. To meet them
requires general changes within the curriculum and organisation of the
school to enable the system to meet individual needs more effectively.

Dyson's contribution to the debate is one of the most thoroughly worked
through in terms of its implications for practice. In a later paper, he
queries whether maintaining special needs coordinators with designated
responsibilities might not be contradictory and indeed even
counterproductive, given the changed understanding of the task and
changed focus for int<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>