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Contextualisation; consideration of the setting and my personal standpoint.

I work within a UK secondary school context.  A mainstream secondary school with almost 1300, 11 to 16 year olds.  The accommodation is limited through age, dereliction and a funding void, but designated for students with physical disabilities and developing a reputation for supporting students as individuals, particularly when requiring high levels of support for ‘low incidence’ needs.

As Head of Special Needs and, more recently, ‘Director of Curriculum Support’, I have been centrally positioned in the constantly changing and developing identities that forge the specialist provision at the school.  After gaining an excellent rating from OFSTED in 2004 for ‘how inclusive the school is…’ we have continued to develop our ability to respond individually to specific needs.  This has afforded the school and me personally a reputation for ‘including’ young people with a range of complex and co-morbid needs; the intervention considered in this essay has formed the most recent addition to our support mechanisms for students attending our school.

This essay considers my position within a reflexive methodology.  Considering the notion that we are constantly changing and developing our identities, my position is one embracing the idea that we are never fixed, we are continually developing.  I have developed a lot personally over the past six years; from feeling vulnerable and de-skilled at the beginning, in comparison to my previous position teaching full-time, to being a confident, developing professional.  I consider my personal standpoint as one that embraces change and responds positively to the different choices and pathways presented each day.  

Etherington (2004) considers these aspects particular to the field of counselling and psychotherapy, a view I share.  Etherington suggests that reflexive methodologies seem to be close to the hearts and minds of practitioners who value using themselves in all areas of their practices (including research).  My own work, researching the impact of therapeutic interventions (Morewood, 2004) frames this current research and provides the basis from which my methodologies, as a reflexive researcher and pseudo-autoethnographic practitioner, fuel my passion for change and allows me to express myself.

This writing is the result of a dynamic partnership established with the Local Authority in which my school is based, and a specialist outreach provision for young people on the Autistic Spectrum.  The partnership commenced in September 2007 and centred around the inclusion of a male year 7 student.

After one term of the partnership I look at the basis from which it has been established and the initial findings, as far as the inclusion of the individual and sustainability of the provision are concerned.  This report is an initial analysis of the methodological standpoint and the impact of my intervention as a professional central to its development and establishment of the partnership itself. 

Forming the research; articulating the basis for intervention.

My fascination with ethnographic enquiry started during my MA in Research Methods and the development of inclusive curricula.  I found Paul Willis’ Learning to Labour (1977) fascinating as the idea of immersion (being part of something and reporting first-hand) generated excitement.

Wolcott (1995) defines ethnography as ‘part of art and science’.  But it is also exists independently; consider the segment of the ethnographic circle that doesn’t overlap the other two [figure 1].  Ellis (2004) considers this in more depth, it is something on its own, ethno means people or culture, graphy means writing or describing.



Figure 1

Ethnography therefore means writing about or describing people and culture, using firsthand observation as a participant within the setting.  It is ethnography that forms a framework for thinking about the world in which the work is undertaken.  Our own history and personal standpoint influence the work undertaken as a way of being in the world as an involved participant.

I have always approached my teaching career from this ‘involved participant’ position.  As a young teacher I would relate lessons to personal experiences, often from the previous weekend.  Then the students also became involved; considering what is the motive?  What is being thought?  What is happening there?  

Ellis considers further the idea that the ethnographic circle has a segment that doesn’t overlap: ‘we can also look at autoethnography this way.’  As a form of ethnography, Ellis explains that autoethnography overlaps art and science; it is part auto or self and part ethno or culture [fig. 2].



Figure 2

Educationalists trained and working within the National Curriculum framework consider a conflict between the discrete curricula subjects of ‘art’ and ‘science’ and the ‘story-telling’ methodologies for authethnographic enquiry.  The position I occupy, within a world of standards, OFSTED, self-evaluation, league tables etc. as a researcher, is attuned to Etherington’s view of transparent research; reflexive methodologies close to the hearts and minds of practitioners who value all areas, including research.

This essay stems from the stance outlined above, the transparent and reflexive view that tried to balance the driven nature of the school academic curricular and the auto (self) and ethno (culture) make-up of my enquiry.  My central position, intervening at the centre of a model of change, is at the core of this work, as a central point, as an Agent of Change.

The intervention of a specific intervention and the development of the provision.

The intervention is focused on the development of supportive systems for a year 7 student on the Autistic Spectrum within the school.  The intervention is centred on this individual student; however, it is a means by which a model of support can be evaluated and developed to expand for an increased number of students over subsequent academic years.  This initial project is purely about an individual year 7 student with ASC [Autistic Spectrum Condition], his success at being included, in the wider defined sense (explored further on in this writing), at our school and the feasibility of the expansion of the work over subsequent years.

The intervention draws from a variety of models; direct support and teaching, training, policy development and the analysis of future provision.  Clough and Corbett (2000) discuss ‘a curricular approach’ that comprises a broad range of interventions through the curriculum.  They make the point that each intervention depends on different viewpoints of the curriculum itself.  It is therefore important to contest the notion of ‘curriculum’, what it is and how it can be harnessed to support the developing provision outlined in this essay.

Williams (1985) describes the ‘curricular wasteland’ of special education.  The aim of this project is to reduce this ‘wasteland’ by developing specialists in the mainstream setting from the ‘special provision’.  My mantra, developed over five years in post, centres on the view that any child should have access to subject-specific teaching wherever they are educated.  The balance between the nurturing and caring specialist support and the subject specific teaching from mainstream specialists again highlights the perceived conflict between discrete curricula subjects and the methodologies of my work.  This is an area of conflict that will be explored at greater depth through the duration of my research into this developing provision over the next few years.

The ‘multi-pronged’ method of driving forward this project is characterised by several different elements that make up the provision.  This initial set of interventions is highlighted by figure 3.  





Figure 3, 

Diagram to depict initial project interventions (from September 2007)

The initial interventions identified, under my direction, as part of the project are indicated above.  They show four different areas of support, as a two-way process of supporting the specific intervention and the wider remit of expanding provision and building capacity for change.  

I have been involved as a self-titled ‘Agent of Change’ with all the elements of the provision, from initial discussions with the Local Authority in establishing this clearly ‘ring-fenced’ initial project, through to directly working with the student himself, training staff and formulating the policy.  My immersion starts from my initial ethnographic stance (outlined previously) and embraces the reflexive need to work centrally within the developing project.  This journey is very much about the need to be aware of personal responses, my choices and decisions as a change agent, and to be decisive about making these decisions and how to implement them.

As part of the methodological set-up, all the interventions were two-way processes.  I formed the hub of the intervention, but did not generate all the ideas or make all the decisions.  It was a partnership; the arrows on the diagram indicate the flow of information back and forth, from the young person to the Teaching Assistants working directly with the student, developing the policy with the specialist teacher and liaising with the Local Authority.  

Several different approaches were employed as part of the initial project.  These are summarised below:

· Individual 1-1 specialist Teaching Assistant support, in the first instance;

· Training and staff development from the specialist teacher and service for all mainstream staff;

· Specific Life Education lessons for all students in year 7 (initially) about ASC and the sense of community;

· Daily liaison with the student and his mother with regard to assessing and monitoring the provision;

· The development of a Social Skills program to support the student.

These different approaches were employed in order to try and establish a support mechanism that addressed as many different elements of school life as possible.  After my time working in mainstream education I was very aware of the need to support, train and develop all staff; triangulating the approach ensured a more positive response from the different stakeholders.  The triangulation of support came from the direct intervention with the student, the training of the whole school staff and the structures surrounding home-school support and developmental policy.  As the project developed the need for a strong home-school link became even more obvious, as the student’s mother struggled with the young man’s growing needs outside of the school environment.  Whilst it is important to note this [home-school support] as a significant part of project, it is also too early to report on the home intervention at this stage. 

If inclusion is about developing communities and providing comprehensive education for all, it needs to be about prioritizing community over individualism (Clough and Corbett, 2000).  This is why the basis for the intervention addressed the issues of support, development and policy making.  Clough and Corbett are definite about their view that the history of inclusion should be the history of the struggles about prioritising community over individualism over the educational system.  Their rationale is that this history should be formed without the exclusion of anybody within those communities.  This is the basis from which the inclusion of this individual year 7 was formed, a view to extending the provision and therefore writing a history that can trace its roots from within the community as well as within the individual struggles of specific groups and people.

Without the ‘multi-pronged’ approach the support is not embedded, merely centred on an individual.  The team approach was made up of existing school staff, my faculty and visiting professionals, supplemented by a specifically trained teacher (with 8 years’ ASC teaching experience) and two specialist Teaching Assistants from the outreach provision, who made up one full-time equivalent role within the partnership.  We were not in the business of merely including an individual, we were looking to create an ‘autistic friendly environment’ and create sustainable support mechanisms for long-term provision; we were ‘creating specialists within the mainstream’.

The basis for the intervention.

As a basis for intervention, it was important to consider the partnership between the specialist provision and the mainstream school.  Can special schools contribute to developing inclusive provision in mainstream settings?  Pauline Zelaieta (2004) considers this point as a teacher working from within a special school, collaborating with mainstream colleagues in the development of inclusive practices.

Zelaieta looked at the improvement of her links with the mainstream school; ‘changing its ad hoc nature, which resulted in patchy and often haphazard approaches to developing inclusive practices’.  This is an important point with regard to the partnership between my school and the specialist setting.  Often partnership, has historically has been with an individual student coming to us for specific lessons, for example Art, Life Education or Drama, with their own specific support.  That was arranged on an ‘as and when’ basis without any further training and/or planning.  We were trying to look at the issues that Zelaiete highlighted and, through the support model outlined previously, establish a more rigorous and sustainable partnership than we had managed before.


This was a key part of the partnership that we were establishing: minimising the patchy, ad hoc provision, and creating a tight package of support, training and policy that would develop and provide a rigorous framework for future provision.

Jackson (2001) indicates that an inclusive society is characterised by a widely shared social experience and active participation, by a broad equality of opportunities and life chances for individuals and by the achievement of a basic level of well-being for all.  We were aiming for this more wide-spread approach, as opposed to an individual program that fitted into an existing regime. 

This was the view that formed the basis for our collaboration – our partnership and the development of the specialist provision within the mainstream.  We needed to share that vision, but achieve participation, opportunities and the chances for all individuals to attain a basic level of well-being.  This, although pre-dating the Every Child Matters agenda, is clearly attuned to the Department for Children Schools and Families’ view that the well-being of young people is a key part of any school provision.  Indeed the Self Evaluation Framework and the new OFSTED criteria for Section 5 inspections are based around the five outcomes of ECM§.  It was therefore clear to me that our defining point, as far as inclusion was concerned, should also embrace the premise that well-being and active participation are central to any inclusive approach to education.

Although discourse on social inclusion is intricately related to an analysis of exclusion, it is more than a critique of oppression, injustice, discrimination and the other systemic factors that lead to social exclusion. It promotes an agenda that aims to eliminate the barriers to full social and economic participation and create a more just and equitable world. Social inclusion (and inclusion in its widest sense), therefore, has value on its own as both a process and as an aim; it is about understanding where we want to be and how to get there.  

Saloojee (2001) suggests that social inclusion moves beyond exclusion in a number of ways.  In addition, Andrew Jackson (2001) emphasises the importance of community for children: ‘Growing up in a distressed neighbourhood is much worse in terms of child outcomes than living in a low-income family’.  He suggests possible links to over-stretched and under-resourced schools and community services, inadequate housing, lack of suitable and safe community spaces for children, vulnerability to victimisation and so on. Community assets and social capital play a key role in inclusion.  It also highlights the point made earlier: that the home-school factors of this intervention are a very important part of the provision.

It is important to specify that inclusion does not mean assimilation or conformity. It makes participation in society accessible to excluded individuals and groups and supports them in their efforts to be included. It provides all members of society with the possibility of inclusion.  Inclusion fosters difference and diversity.  

Glenys Jones (2002) defines inclusion as requiring staff training and information in order to understand modifications and differentiation, in addition to establishing clear links and forging strong ties with other students.  Jones continues to frame her views on inclusion:



‘In some mainstream schools, pupils with ASD( have been 



expected to fit into existing routines and structures … with



distressing results for the children, the staff and the families’.

It is from this vision that the partnership was founded; a realistic vision of the need to shift attitudes and develop embedded systems and cultures to support individuals with specific needs.  This is the aim of the intervention; to create a sustainable, embedded provision to support young people with ASC at the mainstream school, in conjunction with direct support from the specialist setting.  

The specific interventions and their effects.

Considering the view of inclusion as a ‘foundation’, in light of the ‘multi-pronged’ approach outlined earlier, I started the journey as the centrally placed ‘Agent of Change’.

Whilst I take each intervention in turn, for the purposes of this writing, they were all ongoing, intertwined and concurrent.  This formed the ‘multi-pronged’ approach; all working towards the same goal. 

As part of my autoethnographic approach I want to try and encourage participants to feel part of the research themselves, identifying with the interventions, considering the context and the methodologies for the project.  As the work developed, all those involved, from the student(s), staff, specialists and other agencies, had a voice and contributed either in written form or as part of ongoing dialogue, central to the work itself. 

We were looking to make the school more ‘autistic-friendly’.  All our school-based staff knew something about autism; hardly a week goes by without a story in the news, a colleague recounting a tale about a friend or relative on the spectrum, or the first-hand experience of a young person in their class.  We had developed a strong ethos of training and support over the past five years and part of this has been specifically focused on working with young people on the autistic spectrum.

We had a captive audience, staff were eager to soak up the skills and use the tools we were able to provide.  Although captive without choice, the teachers involved in this initial work were selected through mutual agreement and their clear understanding of the support offered both directly (Teaching Assistant support with the student) and in-directly (training and curricula support).  This developed into the first part of the intervention: the training and development of staff.

Other autoethnographic works talk about how it is important to have a ‘romantic and intellectual attachment’ to the subject or topic being researched.  Ellis (2004) considers this a strength due to the importance of companionship to those who have experienced similar stories.  Many people have had similar experiences but do not know how to think or talk about them; the passion with which I work within the fields of inclusion and SEN fulfils this requirement and adds to the methodological position of involvement and participation outlined earlier in this writing.  

The support of the specialist teacher, who delivered the majority of the training, also stems from a passion and realism that engaged staff fully from the partnership’s inception.  An important part of the partnership was the ‘specialist’; a person with over eight years experience working with young people on the autistic spectrum in specialist settings and in integrating students into mainstream provisions.  The training was subject-based and specific to the individual student, as opposed to generic materials and advice.  This addressed the immediate needs of both the young person and the staff.  Subsequently, additional generic training was delivered initially to targeted groups of staff with specific links to the faculty and responsibility for disseminating SEN information across the school.

The training materials and support information were also provided on a CD-ROM for future reference; this was a key decision made from my central position, understanding the desire for busy teachers to have information ‘to-hand’ but also the need to deliver information and training directly. 

Our teaching staff like to have tangible support and training – information that is usable and realistic, practical and valuable.  They want to be given practical tips, ready-made materials and direct support.  We latched onto this desire for a [perceived] ‘easy solution’.  All the materials and training focused on their classrooms and their personal skills.  This was initially evaluated by the return of the staff questionnaires, which highlight the fact that this direct and supportive approach to training was well received.

Indeed, after the initial part of the partnership, teaching staff felt strongly that the support had been effective and that they were able to address specific needs as and when they arose.  The speed of response, arising from having staff based on-site, assisted greatly within the initial parameters of the partnership.  It worked specifically around the inclusion of one year 7 student, but also expanded further into the whole school.
My intervention as an Agent of Change, in the context of the work I have done over the previous five years, and in delivering whole-staff training and support for all SEN issues, has ensured that the framework was well-established and ready for the intervention of such a specific initiative.  There is a clear understanding within my school that all teachers are teachers of SEN.  There is a corporate responsibility for the support, guidance and welfare of all the students attending the school.  This was highlighted in the OFSTED report (2004) and in subsequent internal evaluations and monitoring.  Our recent section 5 inspection by OFSTED (November 2007), although not focusing on the provision for students with additional needs, again commented on how well young people with SEN [Special Educational Needs] were included in all elements of school life.  This supports the stance that the school is responsive to additional support and training.  With my central involvement through the practical and methodological viewpoints and the personal relationships I have established within the school and across the Local Authority the partnership is strongly supported.

My own role here was clear, to facilitate, provide the buffer and liaise between the ‘expert’ and the main school staff.  This was relatively easy to manage, due to my position within the school and the partnership, outlined earlier, but also from my personal autoethnographic approach; with the ‘romantic and intellectual attachment’ forming the basis for the intervention.  Previous years of ground work has afforded the ideal framework in which this support and training could fit.  

Evaluation of the initial intervention – one term in.

My own vision of the project was one based around the wider notion of ‘inclusion’, as outlined earlier; empowering all members of the community to foster difference and diversity.  It is worth considering my position, central to the intervention, before analysing the outcomes.  I start from a position of influence – head of the faculty and with five years of hierarchical observations and decision-making.

Foucault, (1977a) considers the perfect apparatus ‘would make it possible for a single gaze to see everything perfectly’.  It is however, impossible for a single intervention, action or project to see everything in one gaze, particularly when considering the impact of power and position within the partnerships established.

Breaking down these barriers however, is a strength of mine.  I have many times (around 200 times a year over the past five years) conducted Annual Reviews with a range of professionals, the young person with specific additional needs and their parents/carers, many of whom had had their own issues to deal with in life; either through their desire to gain the correct support for their child or due to their own specific needs.

I have developed skills that allow me to cross the boundaries, working with young people and also drawing support and experience from a range of agencies, often simultaneously.  

Foucault developed a ‘box of tools’ (1977a) which can be used to help understand the identities and experiences of children with special educational needs in mainstream schools, Allan (1999).  Allan’s use of Foucault’s ‘box of tools’ made it possible to examine inclusion as a process, rather than as a single event.  This is fundamental to the intervention described within this essay; considering the process of including an individual in year 7, within a framework of developing a rigorous partnership and package for other young people with ASC over the forthcoming years.

A more recent tool for the evaluation of the inclusive process is the CSIE ‘Index for Inclusion’ (Ainscow, Booth et. al. 2000).  This was the framework from which my previous work analysing the ‘Wider Effectiveness of Our Unique Counsellor and Therapist Service’ (2004) was based.  As the partnership develops, past this initial intervention, more ‘tools’ will be tested in a bid to examine more rigorously the longevity and sustainability of the intervention.  These two tools, or perhaps a combination of both may form part of the initial work from which the analysis is undertaken.

It is important at this early stage however, to consider where the partnership will lead.  I often consider early work on developing ‘units’ in mainstream schools; particularly Allan’s (2000) view of mainstream pupils as ‘inclusion gatekeepers’.  Consideration will be given to the ‘social’ views on inclusion and the attitudes held by some stakeholders (parents/carers, local politicians and from public opinion) that blocked inclusion, due to attitudes towards and expectations for the life outcomes of young people with specific additional needs.

Whilst considering the future of this intervention, it is important to bear in mind that at present, we have supported an individual young man for one term.  The intervention, and the partnership is still young.

The student’s mother commented: ‘It is very refreshing to see a mainstream school making such an effort with David’s( condition; I’ve never experienced this before’.

If, in the first term, we have merely created a sustainable perception of our capacity to improve and develop the provision; I would consider it a significant move towards the utopian ideal of the inclusive school.  

David also comments on the first stage of the intervention positively: ‘I am now in a routine at home to make sure I get homework done within a set time frame.  I am really pleased with my reports.  I have made new friends and give school 8½ – 9 out of 10.’

Staff reports, via questionnaires, also indicate positive views of the training and direct support, as do the specialist staff involved.  One of the specialist Teaching Assistants comments: ‘I think the partnership is a fantastic idea, which is a definite improvement to allow students with ASC to reach their full potential academically and socially. I think it is a positive contribution made from both schools.’

Further analysis of the powerful discourses of the different participants will follow.  However due to the constraints of this initial outline of the intervention and the early stages of the partnership, such rich dialogue and evidence is still emerging.  I am very interested in how the ‘multi-pronged’ intervention, highlighted earlier, can frame the competing discourses of the students, staff and specialists.  Allan (2000) considers mainstream students to ‘oscillate around three interactive and competing discourses – medical, charity and rights’.  I am interested in the discourses of our partners; bearing in mind that the five years of development and training that have provided a foundation for this partnership to be built upon.

The further development of the partnership is to be discussed in a meeting with the LA and my Headteacher mid-January 2008, at which I will be present.  It is hoped that the provision will be extended for up to 2 other students following a similar model of support and intervention.  I am clear in the fact that the partnership is still in its development, however these initial observations and the solid base from which the project is being established will allow for the expansion of the provision and development of the expertise.

Over the next 3 years I will be recording the personal thoughts and feelings of the professionals involved and track closely the progress of David as the year’s progress.  I intend to constantly re-visit my methodology and the interventions of the team forming the provision throughout the next few years to generate a richer source of data from which to analyse the inclusion of young people with ASC in the mainstream setting.
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§ being healthy, staying safe, enjoying and achieving, making a positive contribution and achieving economic and social well-being.





( Autistic Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is now (2008) termed Autistic Spectrum Condition (ASC)


( Student’s name has been changed for anonymity.
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