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ABSTRACT

The numbers of children with special educational needs and disabilities
(SEND) and an Education, Health and Care Plan (EHCP) in English nursery schools,
continues to rise year on year (National Statistics, 2021). Inclusive educational
practice is the espoused approach of support for children with SEND within policy
(DfE & DoH, 2015). Factors which are known to support effective inclusion for
children with SEND in the early years (EY) include practitioner attitudes and beliefs.
For instance, practitioner views can shape the ethos of inclusion and inclusive policy
within the setting, as well as the approaches to practice (Harwood, 2009; Ross-Watt,
2010; Thornton & Underwood, 2013). In recent years, theories have been developed
based on practitioner views which aim to explain how effective inclusive practices in

early childhood education can be achieved (Bartolo et al., 2019; Bryant, 2018).

A mixed methods, single case study design was employed to explain the
practice and views of EY practitioners in a setting which was identified as an
exemplar of good inclusive practice for children with SEND. The findings from the
current research support the existing evidence base for inclusive early childhood
education (IECE) in English speaking countries and are closely aligned to the
adapted ecosystems model of IECE (Bartolo et al., 2019). For example, the findings
highlighted the importance of collaboration and communication between a range of
professionals and parents; the importance of professional development;
inconsistencies in the inclusive practices of settings in the region; and the impact of

resources including people and funding. In addition, practitioners held mixed beliefs



about SEND and inclusion and they perceived some children’s needs as more
challenging than others; namely safety concerns related to health and behaviour. The
findings also revealed that practitioner morale and the recognition of a job well done
was a perceived facilitator of inclusion. Finally, it was found that inclusive practice

and practitioner views were closely aligned.

Implications for Educational Psychologists (EPs) regarding professional
development, service involvements and availability to EY settings, and supporting

positive views and experience of inclusion across EY settings were also discussed.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

1.1 Introduction

This chapter will outline the context in which the research was conducted —
orienting the research in relation to its purpose, and the national, local and individual
setting context. A summary of the research rationale will also be provided alongside

an overview of the remaining chapters which constitute this research volume.

1.2 Research Background

The following research comprises volume one of the two-volume academic
thesis of the Applied Educational and Child Psychology Doctorate at the University of
Birmingham (UoB). The thesis was completed alongside a supervised practice
placement, within a Local Authority (LA) Educational Psychology Service (EPS) in
England, as a Trainee Educational Psychologist (TEP) undertaking the practice
requirements of the doctoral award.

This research explored the views of Early Years (EY) key workers and
practitioners (hereafter referred to collectively as practitioners) in providing inclusive
education for preschool age children with special educational needs and disabilities
(SEND). This research also explored the espoused and enacted practice of inclusion
for these children within an EY education setting (hereafter referred to as settings)
which has been identified as a good practice example by pertinent professionals
within the LA. By focusing on one case study the research aims to explore
practitioner perceptions and practice whilst recognising that settings and practitioners

are heterogeneous. Given the context of the research completion and my role as



TEP, specific consideration will be given to the implications for the practice of

Educational Psychologists (EPS).

1.3 Key Concepts and Policies
1.3.1 SEND

1.3.1.1 Definitions of SEND

The UK’s conceptualisation of additional needs and disabilities has developed
over time (see Table 1). There are several key models which have shaped thinking
about the definition of SEND in England which include the social, medical and
biopsychosocial models of disability (Oliver, 2013; Rolfe, 2019). It is important to
recognise that educational policy regarding SEND has also been shaped by the
philosophies of education, economics, and politics in England (Rolfe, 2019).

The medical, or individual, model of disability focuses on impairments within
the child as a problem (Glazzard, 2011) which leads to policies of assessment,
identification and required support (Hodkinson, 2016). The social model conversely
sees society as a producer of barriers which lead to impairment (Oliver, 2013) and
therefore policies and action relate to the responsibility of society to move barriers
(Runswick-Cole & Hodge, 2009). This “became the big idea” (Oliver, 2013, p.1024)
due to the equality movement and is used by many advocacy groups, yet the
required focus on removing barriers in society has not matched the dominance of the
model (Oliver, 2013). The biopsychosocial model was proposed by Engel (1977) and
aims to explain how psychological and social factors influence biological functioning.
The International Classification of Functioning, Disability and Health (World Health

Organisation, 2022) is an example of this model in practice. It helps to encompass



the holistic and complex interactions related to SEND and balance the social and

individual model ideas (Hodkinson, 2016).



Table 1

Summary of Key Policy Relating to SEND in England in the Last 50 Years (Capper, 2020; Open University, 2022;

www.parliment.uk, 2006)

Year Title Description Conceptualisation of CYP with SEND

Prior to Labels used included terms such as ‘handicap’

1978 and ‘maladjusted’. Definitions of disability were

given.

1978 The Warnock Report Government review of education for Introduced the ideas of ‘special education needs’
‘handicapped children’. and moved away from diagnosis and

categorisation. The term ‘integrative education’
was also introduced, which called for all children
to be educated to common goals and in ‘ordinary
schools’ where possible.

1981 Education Act Statutory guidance which introduced Carried special education needs and integrative
recommendations from The Warnock education into legislation. However, special
Report. school placements continue to exist where

resources and provision requirements are
deemed to necessitate this.

1993 Education Act Statutory guidance which set out a legal Definitions of SEN relate to learning difficulties
requirement for SEN codes of practice to and disabilities. Education of children in ‘ordinary
be developed. schools’ is still encouraged.

1994 Education (Special The first Code of Practice as set outinthe  Processes of assessment, identification, and

Educational Needs Code
of Practice) Order

Education Act (1993). It gave guidance on
identification, assessment, and support for
children with SEN.

SEN categories were outlined. However, both
environmental and individual factors are identified
as possible causes of SEN and it is expected that
most children will be educated in mainstream
settings.




2001

2001

2014

2015

Special Educational
Needs and Disability Act

Education (Special
Educational Needs Code
of Practice) Order

Children and Families Act

Special Educational
Needs and Disability
Code of Practice:0 to 25
years

An amendment to the Disability
Discrimination Act (1995) and extended
the educational legislation to cover
disabled people’s rights. It made
educational discrimination unlawful.

An update to the 1994 Code of Practice. It
gave guidance on identification,
assessment, and support for children with
SEN.

Statutory guidance on services for
vulnerable children, young people and
their families. Educational, health and care
plans are introduced to replace Statements
of SEN. Increased multi-disciplinary
working is outlined. Families and children
are given more rights to be involved in
decisions about themselves.

An update to the 2001 Code of Practice
and bringing into practice the laws and
provisions of the Children and Families act
(2014).

Processes of assessment, identification, and
SEN categories were outlined. However, both
environmental and individual factors are identified
as possible causes of SEN.

SEN and disability remain separate. Inclusion in
mainstream settings is encouraged for children
with SEN although schools could refuse to accept
placement of children within their setting.

Disability is formally linked with the SEN
legislation and the terminology changes to
SEND.

Disability is formally linked with the SEN
legislation and the terminology changes to
SEND. Categories of SEND remain but are
updated.

N.B. the terms referenced in this table represent the historical conceptualisation of people with SEND. They are not indicative
of the author’s view and it is recognised that some are discriminatory and offensive.



The term special educational needs (SEN) began to be used in the UK
following the Warnock Report (Warnock, 1978) and directed thinking about the
educational needs of children and the provision required to support these needs
(Norwich, 2016). Subsequent Acts brought in by UK and then English governments
have continued to use this terminology. The most recent SEND Code of Practice
(CoP) (Department for Education [DfE] & Department of Health [DoH], 2015) added
children and young people (CYP) with disabilities to the legislation as there is overlap
between CYP with SEN and disabilities although the groups are not homogenous
(Norwich, 2016).

The definition of a CYP with SEND in England (see Figure 1) encompasses
those who have a learning difficulty or disability which requires additional educational
provision to that generally provided to their age equivalent peers or those who will
likely meet this criterion when they reach compulsory school age (DfE & DoH, 2015).
This means that a medical model of identification and assessment as well as relevant
support is the basis for the current conceptualisation of SEND in England (e.g.

Norwich, 2016; Rolfe, 2019).

Within the category of SEND there are four broad areas of SEND outlined in the

Code of Practice (DfE & DoH, 2015). These are:

- communication and interaction
- cognition and learning
- social, emotional and mental health difficulties (SEMH)

- and sensory and/or physical needs



Figure 1

The Definition of SEN and Disability from the SEND CoP (DfE & DoH, 2015, p.15-

16).

Xiii.

Xiv.

XV.

XVi.

XVii.

XViil.

A child or young person has SEN if they have a learning difficulty or disability
which calls for special educational provision to be made for him or her.

A child of compulsory school age or a young person has a learning difficulty or
disability if he or she:

has a significantly greater difficulty in learning than the majority of others of the
same age, or

has a disability which prevents or hinders him or her from making use of facilities
of a kind generally provided for others of the same age in mainstream schools or
mainstream post-16 institutions

For children aged two or more, special educational provision is educational or
training provision that is additional to or different from that made generally for other
children or young people of the same age by mainstream schools, maintained
nursery schools, mainstream post-16 institutions or by relevant early years
providers. For a child under two years of age, special educational provision means
educational provision of any kind.

A child under compulsory school age has special educational needs if he or she is
likely to fall within the definition in paragraph xiv. above when they reach
compulsory school age or would do so if special educational provision was not
made for them (Section 20 Children and Families Act 2014).

Post-16 institutions often use the term learning difficulties and disabilities (LDD).
The term SEN is used in this Code across the 0-25 age range but includes LDD.
Many children and young people who have SEN may have a disability under the
Equality Act 2010 — that is “...a physical or mental impairment which has a long-
term and substantial adverse effect on their ability to carry out normal day-to-day
activities’. This definition provides a relatively low threshold and includes more
children than many realise: ‘long-term’ is defined as ‘a year or more’ and
‘substantial’ is defined as ‘more than minor or trivial’. This definition includes
sensory impairments such as those affecting sight or hearing, and long-term health
conditions such as asthma, diabetes, epilepsy, and cancer. Children and young
people with such conditions do not necessarily have SEN, but there is a significant
overlap between disabled children and young people and those with SEN. Where
a disabled child or young person requires special educational provision they will
also be covered by the SEN definition.

These categories were designed to direct schools to appropriate provision and are

not intended to be used to label a child or young person (DfE & DoH, 2015).

CYP identified with SEND receive support at different levels to meet their

needs. The maijority of CYP with SEND will have their needs met within the ‘SEN




support’ level where a cycle of assess, plan, do, review (APDR) is employed (often
referred to as the graduated response), which iteratively identifies what is working
well and what needs to be changed to effectively support the CYP to attain good
outcomes (DfE & DoH, 2015). However, some CYP will require a higher level of
provision to meet their needs and so will be assessed for an educational, health and
care plan (EHCP) (DfE & DoH, 2015). A CYP’s EHCP aims “to secure the best
possible outcomes for them across education, health and social care and, as they get
older, prepare them for adulthood” (DfE & DoH, 2015, p.142) by providing information
such as their needs, views and aspirations of parents and carers (hereafter referred

to as parents) and the CYP, outcomes and provision (see Figure 2).

Figure 2

Guidance on EHCP Purposes and Content for LAs (DfE & DoH, 2015, p.142)

The purpose of an EHC plan is to make special educational provision to meet the special
educational needs of the child or young person, to secure the best possible outcomes for
them across education, health and social care and, as they get older, prepare them for
adulthood. To achieve this, local authorities use the information from the assessment to:

o establish and record the views, interests and aspirations of the parents and
child or young person

e provide a full description of the child or young person’s special educational
needs and any health and social care needs

o establish outcomes across education, health and social care based on the
child or young person’s needs and aspirations

¢ specify the provision required and how education, health and care services
will work together to meet the child or young person’s needs and support
the achievement of the agreed outcomes.

In this research the definition of SEND provided by the SEND Code of
Practice (DfE & DoH, 2015) (see Figure 1) will be used, as it is the legal framework

for SEND in England. However, due to the changes in terminology use the terms



relevant to the particular time and context (e.g. SEN or SEND) will be used in relation

to literature discussed in this thesis.

1.3.1.2 Prevalence of SEND

There has been a steady increase in the numbers of CYP who have SEN
and/or a disability in England since 2017 (National Statistics, 2021)%. In 2021, 12.2%
of pupils in England were categorised as receiving SEND support (having SEND with
no EHCP) and 3.7% had an EHCP (National Statistics, 2021). The most commonly
identified area of need identified on CYP’s EHCPs was communication and
interaction needs related to a diagnosis of Autism Spectrum Condition (ASC) and this
was reflected in the fact that the most common designation of specialist schools in
England is ASC (N=657) (National Statistics, 2021). However, the most common
area of need for CYP who required SEND support (without needing an EHCP) was
speech, language, and communication needs (National Statistics, 2021).

As may be expected, through identification of SEND in early childhood, the
percentage of pupils identified with SEND increased with age up to age 10 years,
when 19% of 10 year-old pupils were identified as having SEND (National Statistics,
2021). The trend then decreases to age 15 years when 15.8% of pupils were
identified with SEND (National Statistics, 2021). A similar trend was seen in the
percentage of pupils with an EHCP, where the peak is reached at age 11 years (the

age at which children move from primary to secondary education) with 4.6% of pupils

! National statistics data on pupils with SEN and/or a disability includes pupils in
England from “state funded nursery, primary, secondary, special, non-maintained
special, pupil referral units and independent schools” (2021).



having an EHCP at this age, before declining slightly to 4.2% of pupils by age 15
years (National Statistics, 2021). This suggests that the majority of children with high
level needs will be identified within the Early Years and primary education and that
few CYP are likely to have their EHCP ceased before the age of 15 years. However,
it should be remembered that this data is based on the reported SEND identification
statistics from the national school census and therefore does not offer insights into
why these differences in identified SEND may occur within pupil populations.

The educational provision of CYP with the most complex or highest level of
SEND, those with an EHCP, is currently most likely to be provided by a mainstream
school in England (50.5% of pupils with an EHCP) due to an increase of 1.7% in the
year 2020-2021 (National Statistics, 2021). Specialist provision is still commonly
considered as an educational option for children with an EHCP, with 98% of pupils
accessing special schools holding an EHCP and an increase of 6,167 pupils
attending special schools in the year between 2020 and 2021 (National Statistics,
2021). This increase has led to over subscription and limited resources within this
special school system. When coupled with policies of inclusive education, this means
that many mainstream schools have additional SEND educational provision on site to
support the needs of pupils with SEND. For example, in 2021, 352 schools in
England had SEN units? (down from 361 in 2020) and 1,066 schools in England had

resourced provision? (up from 1,028 in 2020) (National Statistics, 2021).

2 SEN units are placements in a mainstream school where a child with specific SEN (and typically an
EHCP) are taught mainly in specialist classes, with some teaching in mainstream classes.

3 Resourced provision are placements in a mainstream school where a child with a specific SEN (and
typically and EHCP) are taught mainly in mainstream classrooms with access to some specialist
facilities.
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1.3.1.3 Assessment of SEND

To be identified as having SEND in England, CYP have to be assessed. Anyone
can refer a CYP who they suspect has SEND for assessment but parents and
education providers have an “important role in doing so” (DfE & DoH, 2015, p.23).
The LA has a duty to identify CYP with SEND in their community through
assessment by education providers, and assessment information can be gathered to
support this identification in a range of ways (DfE & DoH, 2015). When CYP with
identified SEND do not make expected progress despite effective assess, plan, do
and review cycles then an assessment for an EHCP should be requested (DfE &

DoH, 2015). The principles of assessment are outlined in Figure 3.

Figure 3

Principles of SEND Assessment from the SEND CoP (DfE & DoH, 2015)

Certain principles of assessment are outlined in the CoP which include:

e Early identification,

e Regular assessment and monitoring of CYP making slower than expected
progress,

e Providing high quality targeted teaching in the first instance,

e Undertaking an assessment of SEN if a CYP’s difficulties persist despite
effective targeted educational provision,

¢ Including the CYP and parent/carer views in the assessment,

e Go beyond progress and attainment information in the assessment and
explore factors such as the environment to help establish causal factors (for
example through a multi-agency approach),

e Engage in a pattern of APDR which ensures that intervention is matched to
needs and is effective,

e And utilise the knowledge and guidance of other professionals such as EPs.

Despite having underpinnings of the medical model of disability through the focus
on identification and categorisation of SEND, this assessment guidance refers to a

holistic assessment which includes consideration of the CYP within their context
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which draws on a biopsychosocial model of disability (Norwich, 2016). It also
includes ideas related to assessment through response to intervention (Ridgeway et
al., 2012). For example, the references made to cycles of APDR and tiers of support
(i.e. universal, targeted, and individual teaching) (Norwich, 2016). Rolfe (2019)
believes that these policies are also driven by neoliberal politics, a focus on national
debt reduction and economic growth, and an educational standards agenda. Rolfe
(2019) suggests that this leads to policy which aims to reduce the power of LAs,
reduce spending on SEND, drive up training and qualifications in the workforce and
focus on academic league tables. This is at the expense of other aspects of
education which is likely to lead to “long-term difficulties for individuals with SEND”

(Rolfe, 2019, p. 440).

Following the SEND reforms in the most recent CoP (DfE & DoH, 2015), EHCPs
were introduced which replaced the Statements of SEN. EHC needs assessments
should be sought if an EHCP is deemed necessary to support a CYP with SEND who
continues to make slower than expected progress despite the effective
implementation of the graduated response of support (DfE & DoH, 2015). The LA is
responsible for completing an EHC needs assessment and does this by drawing on
assessment information provided which includes the view of the CYP and/or parents,
educational settings, EPs, health care professionals, social care professionals, and
other relevant professionals (DfE & DoH, 2015). The LA then identify if an EHCP is
relevant for a CYP, and if required produces the plan to meet the purposes outlined

in the CoP (see Figure 2).
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1.3.1.4 Vulnerability of CYP with SEND in Schools

It is well established that children with SEND can experience poorer outcomes, in
a range of areas, compared to CYP without SEND (e.g. Fisher & Meyer, 2002;
Timmons & Wagner, 2009). For example, children with SEND can have lower levels
of general health (Fisher & Meyer, 2002), they often experience low academic
success (Timmons & Wagner, 2009), and are more likely to experience social and
emotional difficulties (such as social participation and self-esteem difficulties) than
their peers without SEND (e.g. Dyson et al., 2004; Fisher & Meyer, 2009; Timmons &
Wagner, 2009). Children with SEND are also more likely to be excluded from school
(Timpson, 2019). This is particularly evident at the SEN support level where a child is
three times more likely to receive a permanent or fixed-term exclusion than the
general school population (Timpson, 2019).

The occurrence of SEND is not the only factor which may contribute to these
poorer outcomes. For instance, one concern is that of effective teaching for SEND. A
study of teachers across four LAs in England found that 70% felt their initial teacher
training was inadequate preparation for teaching pupils with a range of SEN (Ellis et
al., 2012). Furthermore, approximately 60% of teachers indicated that they needed
more training on SEN and only 49% felt able to effectively teach the pupils with SEN
in their class. The large scale of responses to this survey (n=1500) supports the
generalisability of the findings to the teaching population. However, due to the
methodology of the online survey, there is limited information to understand why
these challenges were experienced by teachers and how they could be overcome. It
has also been suggested that school funding does not account for the context of the

school which leads to children with SEN in disadvantaged schools perhaps being at
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risk of underfunding causing inequalities in identification and support for CYP with

SEN (Lupton et al., 2010).

1.3.2 Inclusion

1.3 2.1 Definitions of Inclusion

When trying to establish a definition of inclusion there is confusion due to a
lack of consensus over meaning and practice related to the term (Norwich, 2016).
Even in research, the word inclusion has been “increasingly been used to denote the
whole field” (Géransson & Nilholm, 2014, P.266) without due consideration of the
variety of meanings regularly applied. In a review of the inclusion literature,
Goransson and Nilhom (2014) found four commonly used definitions of inclusion
which they organised into hierarchical categories (see Figure 4) which move from an
integration description of inclusion, through social and educational inclusion for only

children with SEND, inclusion for all, and finally a community description.

Figure 4

Definitions of Inclusion (Géransson & Nilholm, 2014, p.268)

“(A) Placement definition — inclusion as placement of pupils with disabilities/in need of
special support in general education classrooms;

(B) Specified individualised definition — inclusion as meeting the social/lacademic needs of
pupils with disabilities/pupils in need of special support;

(C) General individualised definition — inclusion as meeting the social/academic needs of
all pupils;

(D) Community definition — inclusion as creation of communities with specific
characteristics (which could vary between proposals).

Inclusive education became an international goal following the Salamanca

Statement (UNESCO, 1994) (see Figure 5) when many countries, including the UK,
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signed an agreement which identified that CYP with SEN would have access to
general education as this provided “effective education to the majority of children”
(UNESCO, 1994, p.3). In the UK this concept was enacted within the cultural context
following social and political change that began in the 1960s through mediums such
as the equity and social justice movements which created a discourse on valuing
diversity (Thomas, 2013). Conversely, this thinking came from a history of
segregated education which included the idea of special education versus general
education (Thomas, 2013). The understanding and practice of inclusion, therefore,

holds both ideas within its conception.

Figure 5

Salamanca Principle (UNESCO, 1994, p.3)

We believe and proclaim that:

« every child has a fundamental right to education, and must be given the opportunity to
achieve and maintain an acceptable level of learning,

* every child has unique characteristics, interests, abilities and learning needs,

* education systems should be designed and educational programmes implemented to
take into account the wide diversity of these characteristics and needs,

* those with special educational needs must have access to regular schools which should
accommodate them within a child-centred pedagogy capable of meeting these needs,

* regular schools with this inclusive orientation are the most effective means of combating
discriminatory attitudes, creating welcoming communities, building an inclusive society
and achieving education for all; moreover, they provide an effective education to the
majority of children and improve the efficiency and ultimately the cost-effectiveness of the
entire education system.

The Salamanca Statement’s (UNESCO, 1994) adoption in UK policy guidance
highlighted how, “Inclusion is about much more than the type of school that children
attend: it is about the quality of their experience, how they are helped to learn,
achieve and participate fully in the life of the school.” (Department for Education and

Skills, 2004, p.12). Inclusive education is therefore considered to be about both
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educational and social inclusion (Lauchlan & Grieg, 2015) which would “remove
barriers, improve outcomes and remove discrimination” (Lindsay, 2003, p3).
Therefore, for inclusion to be truly enacted we have to move on from aspiring to the
education of children in merely the same location, and consider the context,
curriculum and learning culture, attitudes, and the psychology of difference (i.e. how
people feel about themselves and their identity) (e.g. Hodkinson, 2011; Thomas,
2013).

In the present study, a definition of inclusion was chosen which is in line with
the Salamanca Statement (see Figure 5) and encompasses the social and
educational inclusion of all children, considering the environmental factors regularly
included in definitions of inclusion. Therefore, the definition that inclusion is
“‘increasing the participation of students in, and reducing their exclusion from, the
cultures, curricula and communities of local schools” (Booth & Ainscow, 2002, p.3)

will be used within this study.

1.3.2.2 Legislation and Policy

Views on the education of CYP with SEND have changed over time in
England. Prior to The Warnock Report (Warnock, 1978) there was a segregated
system of education. CYP with additional needs were educated or ‘treated’ in
separate institutions or schools. The Education Reform Act (1988) introduced an
entitlement for all children to a National Curriculum which was seen by some as
progressive and positive in terms of quality of education and access for all pupils.
However, in practice, rigid assessments and an ethnocentric curriculum were

exclusionary to many pupils (Thomas, 2013). Following this, the supporting
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framework for action (UNESCO, 1994) aimed to inform policy and practices for
implementation of the Salamanca statement in action including a principle of equality,
and guidance on pedagogy and ethos (Rolfe, 2019).

In England, inclusive education policy has been enacted through the same
lens of social, educational, political and economic philosophies as discussed within
the definitions of SEND above. For instance, the definition of SEND in the CoP (DfE
& DoH, 2015) (see Figure 1) conflicts with inclusion due in part to the focus on
identification (Rolfe, 2019) and perpetuates a model of individual deficits in SEND
and not “the inability of schools as currently designed and resourced to provide
equitably for the needs of all children” (Lupton et al., 2010, p.281). Future policy
needs to move away from a model of identification and support to a model of
community development, student identity and self-belief as part of a learning
community (Thomas, 2013).

In the UK currently there is a “general presumption of mainstream education”
for all CYP (DfE & DoH, 2015, p.28) through legislation such as the Children and
Families Act (CFA) (2014) and SEND CoP (DfE & DoH, 2015), whilst the Equality Act
(2010) further protects disabled CYP from discrimination in relation to education
access based on their disability or SEN. To enable this inclusive practice in
education, the CoP states that “reasonable adjustments and access arrangements
should be considered” (DfE & DoH, 2015, p.17) and that “the best” educational
settings “do what is necessary to enable children and young people to develop, learn,
participate and achieve” (DfE & DoH, 2015, p.27). Despite this recognition of the

need of some CYP with SEND for additional support, the CoP (DfE & DoH, 2015)
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also advocates for universally available high quality teaching which leads to fewer
CYP requiring additional support.

Policies which support inclusion of CYP with SEND are not isolated in the
context of UK schools (Curran, 2019) and “inclusive education is inextricably linked to
a political critique” (Thomas, 2013, p.11). It is argued that there is a tension between
educational policies and legislation which promote inclusive practice and those which
focus on raising standards through greater attainment results (e.g. Ellis & Tod, 2014;
Rolfe, 2019). Economically, government funding cuts have been criticised for cutting
budgets to schools including funding for SEND, staffing and resources (Rolfe, 2019).
Furthermore, the two systems of mainstream and special education are believed by
some to stop England from the full development of an inclusive policy (Lindsay,
2003) and inclusive policy in England has been criticised as integration (Hodkinson,
2011). Policies regarding equality have even been criticised for deepening
inequalities by excluding some individuals in their own distinct legislation (Armstrong
et al., 2016). These tensions may lead to a reduced emphasis or wholescale

enactment of the inclusion agenda in schools.

1.3.2.3 Impact of Inclusion

Inclusive education has been espoused as an aim of education in England
(e.g. DfE & DoH, 2015; UNESCO, 1994) so it is important to consider the evidence
for this practice. The evidence base is mixed, although there is a consensus that
inclusion is beneficial to children with SEND, especially in earlier education, and that

it is not harmful to the outcomes of all children (e.g. Dyson et al., 2004).
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Internationally, benefits of inclusive education, such as social and academic
progress, have been seen for CYP with SEND (e.g. Lawrence et al., 2016; Timmons
& Wagner 2009). For instance, children with disabilities in inclusive early childhood
education (IECE) showed improved engagement with social and emotional skills, and
this was especially true for children with more severe needs (Lawrence et al., 2016).
The impact can be preventative, as children with SEN were found to be over three
times more likely to have social difficulties if they attended low inclusive settings
compared to highly inclusive settings (Fisher & Meyer 2002). However, the literature
identified mixed outcomes related to academic and social development for children
with disabilities in inclusive education programmes (Salend & Garrick Duhaney,
1999). In England, children with SEN had better academic outcomes in Key Stage 1
when they attended inclusive schools (Dyson et al., 2004). However, the opposite
was seen in secondary schools and the effect was larger than the positive impact at
Key Stage 1, leading to an overall negative effect across statutory school age (Dyson
et al., 2004). It should be noted that the definition of inclusion used within the
research was a model of integration based on schools with higher percentages of
children with SEN and no causation was established between higher levels of SEN in
the school demographics and lower attainment; in fact, other factors such as low
SES appeared to drive the correlation (Dyson et al., 2004).

Inclusive practices not only impact on CYP with SEND but also their peers
without SEND. Evidence suggests that inclusion typically does not have a detrimental
effect on academic outcomes for pupils without SEND (Dyson et al., 2004; Salend &
Garrick Duhaney, 1999). Indeed, social and emotional benefits were found for

children without disabilities in inclusive programs as they developed greater tolerance
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and awareness of individual needs and inclusion (Salend & Garrick Duhaney, 1999).
There is also a perception of English children and teachers that inclusion supports
social and emotional development for all children (Dyson et al., 2004). However, for
secondary pupils there is a greater negative correlation between higher numbers of
children with SEN at school and academic attainment than at primary level (Dyson et

al., 2004).

1.3.3The EY

1.3.3.1 What is the EY?

In England the EY is the stage in a child’s life from 0 to 5 years old (DfE,
2014). Within the EY there is a statutory framework called the Foundation Stage
which sets the standards for safeguarding, welfare and learning/development for
children in the EY (DfE, 2014). The Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) framework
(DfE, 2021b) is mandatory for all EY providers in England including childminders,
independent and non-maintained schools. It outlines the EYFS areas of learning,
Early Learning Goals, and characteristics of effective learning and is applicable up to
the end of the child’s Reception Year in school (DfE, 2021b). EYFS is sometimes
used interchangeably with the term EY to denote the period of development from
nought to five years of age. For this research the term EY will be used.

During this period, children may access early education through a range of
registered settings such as nurseries or childcare (see Table 2) as well as
unregistered EY provision such as toddler groups and au pairs. Several terms are
used to discuss the phases of EY provision, for example Nursery age which can

relate to birth to five years, and the Preschool Year which typically relates to the
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academic year before starting school. The Reception Year begins in the September
of the academic year that the child turns five years old, although parents of children
born in the summer term can opt to defer school start until the next academic year.
EY provision is commonly used by parents in England, and prior to compulsory
school age most children over three years of age attend some form of EY provision

(DfE & DoH, 2015).

Table 2

Types and Phases of Ofsted Registered Early Years Provision with Related Ages

Type of provision Description Age(s) of child
Day nurseries These are run by individuals, 0 to 5 years of age
private companies, or
community groups. They tend
to offer provision all year round.

Preschools and play Often voluntary and charity run 2 to 5 years of age
groups provision which opens in line
with school terms.

Nursery schools These can be independent, around 2 to 5 years of age
private or state funded schools
which typically educate children
for the academic year or two
prior to starting school. They
tend to be run by qualified
teachers.

Childminders Provide childcare in their own 0 to 16 years of age
home for up to six children
below the age of 8 years. They
may provide a range of
provision across term time and
holidays.

1.3.3.2 SEND in the EY
As with older CYP, the definition of SEND for children in the EY is “a learning

difficulty or disability which calls for special educational provision to be made” (DfE &
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DoH, 2015, p.15). However, the definition is extended for children in the EY to
include those who would require special educational provision by the time they reach
school age and recognition that for children under the age of two years any
educational provision required to support their needs is additional (DfE & DoH, 2015)

(see Figure 6).

Figure 6
The Definition of SEN and Disability in the EY from the SEND CoP (DfE & DoH,

2015, p.16).

A child under compulsory school age has special educational needs if he or she is likely to
fall within the definition in paragraph xiv. above when they reach compulsory school age
or would do so if special educational provision was not made for them (Section 20
Children and Families Act 2014).

For children aged two or more, special educational provision is educational or training
provision that is additional to or different from that made generally for other children or
young people of the same age by mainstream schools, maintained nursery schools,
mainstream post-16 institutions or by relevant early years providers. For a child under two
years of age, special educational provision means educational provision of any kind.

1.3.3.2.1 Prevalence

English EY education settings have historically had high levels of pupils with
emotional, behavioural or specific learning difficulties compared with other countries
(Robson, 2005). In the current day, there is an increasing trend for the number of
children who have an EHCP at nursery; rising to 1.4% of all children in nursery
education in 2021 (National Statistics, 2021). The percentage of children identified at
the SEN support level was 13.3% which is below the prevalence for all CYP of school
age in line with the trend for increasing levels of identified SEN over childhood

(National Statistics, 2021). However, there was a small reduction year on year in the
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prevalence of children identified at the SEN support level in the EY (National
Statistics, 2021). It is unclear what may be the reasons for these trends, but the data
suggests that prevalence of SEND in the EY is remaining reasonably consistent

whilst the severity of need is increasing over time.

1.3.3.2.2 Policy and Legislation

Policy and Legislation related to SEND in England is also applicable to the EY,
although some specific elements apply in addition to, or instead of, the requirements
for older CYP. In the CFA (2014), the specific categories of ‘EY action’ and ‘EY
action plus’, were replaced with ‘SEN support’ so that the terminology for younger
children is no longer different. Certain aspects are highlighted due to the young age
of the children in the EY, such as the positive impact of early intervention for children
aged 2 to 5 years old at reducing the child’s needs later in development, and the
recommendation to review EHCPs more frequently (i.e. every three to six months). In
line with the general guidance, the SEND CoP (DfE & DoH, 2015) also sets an
expectation of inclusion for children with SEND in EY, presenting a model of inclusion
which includes participation, equality and engagement. This practice of educating
children with SEND in general EY education settings has been the norm for all but a

minority of children in England (Robson, 2005).

1.3.3.2.3 Assessment
The policies and legislation surrounding SEND in the EY continue to promote
assessment and idnetification of SEND in children. Early idnetification, and early

support, is encourged to support the best lon-term outcomes for chidlren (DfE & DoH,
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2015). Assessment is therefore key to support this identification. Settings are
directed to clear processes for asessing SEND which fits within the whole setting
approach to monitoring children’s development and draws on progess checks such
as the two year check or EYFS profile, and the knowledge of parents and other
professionals (DfE & DoH, 2015). The SEND CoP warns against settings seeing all
delays in development as a sign of SEND at this early age, and enocurges a holistic
assessment to be undertaken where concerns arise which determines “whether there
are any causal factors such as an underlying learning or communication difficulty”

(DfE & DoH, 2015, p84).

1.4 Inclusion of Children with SEND in the EY

To draw together the key concepts of SEND, inclusion, and EY education, the
following section will present an overview of research which considers what quality of
inclusion of children with SEND in the EY looks like. Given the increasing severity of
SEND of children in EY, the increase in children with SEND overall, and the
vulnerability of this group (see Sections 1.3.1.2, 1.3.1.4 and 1.3.3.2) it is vitally
important to get educational practice right for children with SEND at the earliest
opportunity. In the EY specifically, research suggests that several factors impact on
the effectiveness of inclusive education. Due to the focus on the English context,

research from the UK will be included in this summary.
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1.4.1 The Unique Child

Research suggests that early identification and provision for young children
with SEND matters (e.g. Tickell, 2011). Guldberg (2010) reviewed literature in the UK
related to the inclusion of children with ASC in the EY. They found that treating the
child as a unique individual was important and could be seen through practices of
interventions which were based on assessment of need and identification of
strengths and interests. Guldberg (2010) also identified a need for the practitioners
supporting children to have an understanding of the developmental and learning
implications of specific disabilities such as ASC, to enable effective intervention
planning and implementation. Although this paper looked at the inclusion of children
with a specific disability, further studies considering a wider population have drawn
similar conclusions. For instance, a large-scale longitudinal study of over 1000 young
children in England found that preschool settings which were more successful at
reducing the number of children ‘at risk of SEN’# had formal policies which aided
individual identification of SEN (Sylva et al., 2006). Although published prior to the
current legislation and policy regarding SEND and inclusion in England, these
approaches link to the government guidance including early identification,
identification of needs, individual plans of support, and person-centred approaches

(e.g. DfE & DoH, 2015).

4 ‘At risk of SEN’ was determined through scores at set thresholds below age related expectations on
assessments in cognition, social and behavioural development at three years of age (Sylva et al.,
2006).
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1.4.2 Collaborative Working

Collaboration between practitioners, parents and other professionals is
another key aspect of effective inclusion of children with SEND in the EY. For
instance, Harwood (2009) researched training implications for practitioners in the EY
related to inclusion of children with SEND through a single case study, but from this
they proposed a model of effective inclusion in preschools. In this model Harwood
(2009) identified key principles for practice. These included communication between
parents and staff, and clarity over roles and responsibilities (such as the who, what
and how of action). This is supported by another single case study conducted in
Scotland of a child with Spina Bifida (Ross-Watt, 2010). Through the study, Ross-
Watt (2010) found that the multi-agency team around the child worked closely
together to support inclusion, including at review meetings, and that parents were
important partners for practitioners in inclusive education practices. Larger scale
reviews and research have also found evidence to support the importance of
collaborative working. For instance, effectiveness in reducing risk of SEN in young
children correlated with collaborative practices between the setting and parents and
other professionals (Sylva et al., 2006). Furthermore, positive relationships, along
with collaborative working practice, was identified as a feature of effective inclusive
practice for autistic children in the EY (Guldberg, 2010). Studies suggest that
parental involvement is particularly important (Nutbrown & Clough, 2004), and that

this view is held by parents themselves as well as setting staff (Owen, 2019).
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1.4.3 Attitudes and Beliefs

The views of practitioners, and ethos of the settings, have also been found to
be a key component of effective inclusive practice for children with SEND in the EY.
For example, Ross-Watt's (2010) study of a successful inclusive example found that
the actions taken were underpinned by the attitudes and beliefs of the team of adults
around the child. These adults held a social view of disability and inclusion, and this
led to an ethos of kindness, positivity, and flexibility in dealing with challenges as they
arose. This is supported by research which identified that commitment to a shared
ethos was a key component of inclusive preschool practice for children with SEND
(Harwood, 2009). Harwood’s model of inclusive preschool practice also outlined how
policy is enacted following its interpretation, and is therefore impacted by the values,
attitudes and interpretations of the leaders and practitioners in EY settings. This is
important because practitioner views of inclusion have been found to be mixed
(Clough & Nutbrown, 2004), and do not all align to the attitudes of social inclusion
seen in Ross-Watt's (2010) research, which will impact how policies are interpreted
and enacted. In fact, studies which collected practitioner views on inclusion of
children with SEN in the EY found that the majority of practitioners believed in
inclusion in principle but had concerns regarding appropriate support and the impact
on other children of inclusion for all children (Clough & Nutbrown, 2004; Nutbrown &

Clough, 2004). This was termed the ‘yes ... but’ factor.

1.4.4 Barriers
Alongside the requirements for effective inclusion of children with SEND in the

EY, research has identified some key barriers to the enactment of inclusion practice
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in the EY. A study of over 100 educators for four European countries including the
UK, found that the majority of educators appraised their professional development
through formal training as inadequate to prepare them to facilitate the inclusion of
children with SEN (Nutbrown & Clough, 2004). Therefore, educators gained their

professional development mainly through experience, and those who did report

having good training experiences, tended to be educators with higher degrees. Owen

(2019) added to this in their research focused specifically on inclusion in seven

English preschools, through the perceptions of practitioners, volunteers and parents.

They found that practitioner expertise, along with lack of resources and funding were

perceived to be barriers to effective inclusive practice.

1.4.5 Summary

UK research has identified some specific elements which are required for the

effective inclusion of children with SEND in the EY. These include:

e Understanding and supporting the unique child,
e Collaboration with parents, between setting staff, and with external
professionals,

e and inclusive attitudes and beliefs in practitioners.

Barriers to this were also identified (e.g. Nutbrown & Clough, 2004; Owen, 2019)

which include:

e practitioner expertise,
o effective training,

e [resources,

28



e and funding.

1.5 Research Context

1.5.1 National Context

In England there has been a continued increase in the number of CYP
categorised as having SEND, including an increase in children with SEND in
maintained nurseries in England and those attending specialist settings (National
Statistics, 2021). The attainment gap for CYP with SEND widens as they get older
(Hutchinson et al., 2020) which suggests that early intervention is important to
support good educational outcomes.

To meet the needs of the increasing numbers of children with SEND, inclusive
education is advocated in international guidance (e.g. UNICEF, 1990). Inclusion is a
debated term but is generally described as the participation of all children in ordinary
schools and links to the rights of all children to access education. This practice is a
useful approach to support the increasing numbers of children with SEND in English
schools. For example, inclusive education has a positive impact on the outcomes for
children and young people with SEND, such as their academic performance, social
interactions and attitudes to school (e.g. Salend & Garrick Duhaney, 1999). In
addition to this, concerns over the impact of the inclusion of children and young
people with SEND in mainstream schools on their non-SEND peers are known to be
unfounded (e.g. Kalambouka et al., 2007). Therefore, inclusive practice is now built
into UK law through the statutory SEND COP (DfE & DoH, 2015) and CFA (2014) in

England.
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1.5.2 Local Context

Details of the LA where the research was carried out will be given to help
orient the research in its context (details of the setting are included in Chapter 3).
However, to protect confidentiality, pseudonyms will be used with the LA area named

Countyshire and specific data which may make the LA identifiable are withheld.

1.5.2.1 The LA Area

Countyshire LA was a growing LA area. Within Countyshire, the number of
CYP with an EHCP level had been steadily increasing year on year and was just
higher than the national average and its geographical neighbours. Countyshire’s
areas of lowest SES had higher levels of children with an EHCP (almost double the
rate of other areas). Compared to the national average, more children attend
specialist schools or resourced provision within Countryshire LA. Despite this
specialist provision, outcomes for CYP with SEND in Countsyhire are lower than for
the rest of England in academic attainment and progress, and they are more likely to
be not in education, employment or training at ages 16-18 years. CYP with SEND
also have higher levels of absence than CYP with no identified SEND which

suggests that engagement and participation for these children is a challenge.

1.5.2.2 The EPS

Countyshire LA had an EPS that operated a traded model of service delivery,
alongside statutory and core work for the LA (e.g. EHC needs assessments) and
commissioned services (e.g. centralised training). Countyshire EPS did not work

directly with EY settings through its traded model, although EPs carried out
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assessment work in EY settings for statutory and core involvements with children.
The LA also had an EY service, which included quality and inclusion, funding, parent
support and training teams. They offered support to settings including support for
children with SEND. This support took the form of guidance on processes, training
courses, visits, and advice. The EY teams also worked in multi-disciplinary teams.
This included commissioning the EPS to facilitate a series of drop in consultations for

practitioners aimed at supporting children with SEND.

1.5.3 Researcher Positionality

Positionality, and its impact on the current study, will be further discussed in
Chapter 3, but to position me as the researcher within the focus of this study on the
inclusion of children with SEND in EY, the following information may be useful:

e | attended a community preschool prior to starting school the term before my
fifth birthday. | have positive memories of my early educational experiences.

e | have family members with SEND who have had varied experiences of
education which were impacted by their individual SENDs and the
perspectives of SEND by educators and wider society.

e | believe that inclusive educational practice should be the aim of education for
all children but that the practicalities of implementation within our current
educational context can make this challenging to implement with success for
some children.

e Asa TEP, | have often been disappointed by what education settings | work
with consider to be effective inclusive practices for children with SEND,

especially what they consider to be reasonable adjustments.
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e | have experience teaching in the EY and primary schools and have seen the
difficulty some children with SEND experience in participating in school, which
they did not experience in their preschool or Reception settings. This suggests
to me those EYs settings were getting something right which can be learnt
from.

e | believe that EY education forms the foundation for children’s views of
themselves, their place in the world and their future development. It s,

therefore, vital to get this foundation right for all children.

| became interested in IECE after working as a primary school teacher, which
included work in the EYs. | found it was challenging as a teacher to support the
needs of children with SEND in mainstream settings, although | believed in inclusion
as a principle. This was an experience voiced by many of my colleagues and
resonated with the research base when | read the paper by Clough and Nutbrown
(2004). In this paper the authors identified the ‘yes ... but’ factor which described the
way the majority of participants believed in the principle of inclusion but believed
there were barriers which stopped it being possible. | began to be more curious about
the views of practitioners and how these beliefs and perceptions impacted on the
experience of inclusion for children with SEND. This led to my discovery of Thornton
and Underwood’s (2013) Canadian research which suggested that practitioner views
were directly linked to the reported practice they engaged in to support children with
SEND. | felt that it was important to better understand the views that practitioners in

the UK held around inclusion and SEND and how these might influence practice.
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However, in working with a range of EYs settings and children through my roles
as a researcher and TEP, | noticed the varied success of EYs settings in including
young children with SEND. Having been an educator myself, who often felt that there
was a lot of negative judgement and pressure in the profession, | wanted to be able
to celebrate the good work that our educators do, rather than spotlight areas which
are not working as well. Therefore, | wanted to conduct research that would amplify
the voices of practitioners and recognise their successes as models for learning. |
also found within my role as a TEP that EPSs did not consistently work closely with
EY settings and practitioners. | hoped to work with EY settings as an EP, so was
interested in understanding what EY settings needed to successfully implement

inclusive practice which could be pertinent to EP practice.

1.6 Rationale

The purpose of the current research is to add to the body of research into
inclusion in EY education by exploring practitioner perceptions of inclusion and what
inclusion looks like in practice to better understand how these perceptions and
actions link together. EPs work with CYP from birth, yet the EPS in which | undertook
my professional practice placement had limited involvement with EY settings.
Therefore, a deeper appreciation of the facilitators and barriers to inclusive practice
in the EY may also help to better understand how EPs can support settings to meet

the needs of the increasing number of children with SEND in the EY.
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1.7 Structure of Thesis

This thesis is comprised of two volumes: Volume 1 being the substantive

research project and Volume 2 being a series of Professional Practice Reports. This

paper is the first volume and is comprised of five chapters. The chapters and a

summary of their contents is provided in Table 3.

Table 3

Summary of Chapters Comprising Volume 1

Chapter Summary

Chapter 1 Orientates the current research by outlining the key concepts

Introduction and legislation related to SEND and inclusion in England.
Initially this is discussed broadly before specifically focusing
on the EY context. The local context for the research is also
provided. This leads to the identification of a rationale for the
study.

Chapter 2 Outlines the process undertaken to conduct a narrative

Literature Review

Chapter 3
Methodology

Chapter 4
Findings

Chapter 5
Discussion

literature review and presents the research from this review.
Limitations of the research are identified leading to the
specific research questions of the study.

Provides information on the philosophical position, design,
methods of data collection and methods of analysis used in the
study. Ethical considerations, rigour and quality of the research
are also discussed.

Outlines the findings from the analysis of data with reference
to each research question.

Summaries the findings related to each research question
before orienting the current study’s findings to the existing
literature including theories of IECE. Limitations of the
research are identified, future implications for research and
EP practice are given, followed by concluding comments.
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 Introduction

In the previous chapter, | outlined the concepts of SEND and inclusion,
prevalence, and related legislation in England, with specific reference to the EY. |
went on to briefly introduce the existing literature on effective inclusion of children
with SEND in English EY settings. From this it was discovered that an individual
assessment and intervention, collaborative working w