Segregated Special Schools Must Close
This article is by Joe Whittaker.
It was published in the November 2001 issue of Coalition magazine.
Joe was a member of GMCDP for many years. He wrote a lot of letters and articles that were published in Coalition magazine.
Joe was also a member of the Alliance for Inclusive Education (ALLFIE).
This is a group of disabled and non-disabled people who campaign for inclusive education.
Joe starts by talking about inclusive education.
Inclusive education means disabled and non-disabled children going to the same schools and learning together.
But Joe says lots of people are talking about inclusive education and not really meaning it.
Everyone thinks inclusive education sounds like a good thing, so people like politicians or heads of schools all want to say they are doing it.
Joe spoke to one teacher at a college who told him that their college was "fully inclusive".
The teacher said that all their students were treated equally.
He said that if Joe did not believe him, then he could go to the college to meet their "inclusion students".
Joe thought this was a very silly thing to say.
If the college is inclusive, all the students will be treated the same.
There will not be one group of students who are "inclusion students" and another group who are not.
So the college saying that meant that they didn't really understand what inclusion is!
So Joe did not want to visit them.
Over the last 50 years, different governments have said that we are moving towards integration.
Integration is a similar word to inclusion, but not exactly the same.
They mean that disabled children and non-disabled children will work together in the same schools.
This means that they should all have the same chance to do well at school.
But the governments have also always said that some disabled children cannot be part of this.
Those children will have to go to special schools.
A special school is a school that only disabled children go to.
Joe says that special schools are a type of segregation. Segregation is the opposite of integration.
It means when some people are kept separate from other people and not allowed to do things that other people can do.
In special schools, disabled children are kept separate from non-disabled children.
They are not allowed to go to the same schools as their brothers and sisters, or other children who live near them.
The special school might be far away from where they live.
The schools where all the other children go are called mainstream schools.
Mainstream schools are usually near where their pupils live, so the children in a neighbourhood all go to school together.
The governments passed laws that said which children would have to go to special schools.
There were 3 reasons why a child might not be allowed to go to their local mainstream school.
The first reason was if their special needs could not be met in the mainstream school.
Special needs are things that a disabled child might need that a non-disabled child would not need.
This could be things like having a personal assistant or a sign language interpreter with them in school.
Or it could be medical equipment that they might need, such as a ventilator to help them breathe.
Or it could be a computer with software on it that lets them type by speaking to the computer, instead of writing or typing with their hands.
Joe says all these things should be there in schools for any child who needs them.
But in most schools, they would say that those things are too expensive or difficult to have there.
The second reason was if that child being in the school would make it harder for the school to teach other children.
For example, a school might say that a child being noisy makes it harder for a teacher to teach their classmates properly.
The third reason was if giving a child what they need costs too much money or means the school have to hire extra staff.
Any of these could mean that a child would have to go to a special school.
Children and their families would have to prove that none of these 3 things were true before they would be allowed to go to a mainstream school.
Things had changed a bit in the 20 years before Joe wrote this article.
In 1981, there were nearly 130,000 children in special schools.
But by 2000, there were just under 100,000 children in special schools.
So the number of children who were segregated has gone down.
But there were still lots of children who were being sent to special schools, and could not go to school with their friends and neighbours.
This was still happening even though the government kept saying that disabled children should have the same chances to do well in school as non-disabled children.
This should have meant that disabled children got to go to mainstream schools, and got all the support that they needed there.
In 1981, the government passed a law called the Education Act.
This law was supposed to help stop segregation and get more disabled children to go to their local mainstream schools.
The law said that disabled children would need to have Statements of Special Educational Needs.
These are often just called statements.
A Statement of Special Educational Needs says what support a child needs in school, and it tells the Local Education Authority (LEA) to give it to them.
LEAs were in charge of all the schools in their local areas.
If a child has a statement, the LEA has to write down everything that the child needs and what they are going to do to make sure that the child gets everything.
When statements started, lots of people thought that they would be a good thing for disabled children and their families.
They thought that statements would mean that more disabled children would be able to go to mainstream schools.
And they thought that the support disabled children get in mainstream schools would get better.
But Joe says that did not turn out to be true.
Statements have actually made sure that many disabled children were kept out of mainstream schools and made to go to special schools.
And the things that the school has to do to give a child a statement can be stressful for the child and their family.
It can take a long time and it can make the child feel like they are being treated as the problem.
LEAS were giving more and more children statements when Joe was writing this article.
For every 10 children with statements, 4 of them end up having to go to special schools.
So children with statements were still being segregated.
Statements mean that there are now lots more different labels given to disabled children.
Labels can be saying what sort of impairment a child has, or what sort of things they find difficult.
For example, a child might be labelled a 'blind child' if they can't see well, or 'a child with challenging behaviour' if they get angry sometimes.
Labels can be used as reasons to say that a child should be in a special school instead of a mainstream school.
Children who get the same label can be treated as if they were all the same. So children with the same label often get sent to the same schools.
If children with some labels get given the support they need to go to mainstream schools, there will be other new labels given to other children.
The special schools that used to say they were for children with one label end up being for children with a different label
For example, lots of special schools used to say they were for children with "moderate learning difficulties" (MLD).
But then when the government decided that children with MLD should go to mainstream schools, those special schools were not closed down.
Instead, they said that they would be for children with different labels.
So Joe thinks that statements and labels can be a reason for keeping special 
schools, even if which children get sent to them changes.
The names of the special schools do not often say what types of children they are supposed to be for.
So it can be hard to tell when they change which labels mean children get sent to a special school.
Special schools often have names that make them sound like pretty places in the countryside, like "Woodside" or "Beech Tree House".
Joe thinks these kind of names are chosen to hide what special schools really are. The names make them sound harmless and natural.
But really special schools are harming children by taking them away from their local neighbourhoods.
It would be much more natural to let disabled children go to their local mainstream schools and stay near their families and friends!
A lot of people say that we need statements and labels so that children can get the things they need at school.
But Joe thinks this is wrong. 
Children who get labels or statements still do not always get the support they need, whether they are in a special school or a mainstream school.
If statements are really about children’s needs, they are not working very well.
Joe thinks that the real reason for having statements and labels is to make people think some children have "special needs".
If we think some children's needs are "special", it is easier to say it is OK to  separate them from other children.
And it is easier to not give them the same chances to do well at school that non-disabled children get.
Labels and statements say that it is disabled children's own needs that stop them from learning in and enjoying mainstream schools like everyone else.
But what really stops them is the education system that treats them unfairly.
Joe says that children should not only get given support if they have a label or a statement.
It should not be up to teachers and people who work for the government to say which children get the things they need and which children do not.
All children should get all the support that they need at school, whether or not they are disabled or have a statement.
We should not think of some children's needs as "special needs" and other children's needs as "normal".
Needing things like a sign language interpreter or a personal assistant in school should be just as OK as needing a pair of glasses or a text book.
It should be just as easy for schools to get any of those things for children who need them.
As long as there are special schools, LEAs will want to send some children there. They do not want the schools to be empty.
The LEAs will use statements to say that some children can only get what they need in a special school.
They will tell families that is why their children need to go to a special school.
Lots of families will think that there is no other way for their children to get what they need.
But the real reason that they want to send children to special schools is because they want to keep the special schools going,
So they need enough children going to them to fill them.
This means that disabled children will keep being segregated away from other children and from their families and communities.
The children will be blamed for the things that are wrong with the school system.
If they cannot learn well in mainstream school, it will look like they are the problem.
This will not only harm children, it can also be a big waste of money.
Lots of professionals have to look at children to see what they can and cannot do, so that they know what to put on the children's statements.
This all costs a lot of money. It might cost more than just giving the children the support they need.
Sending children to special schools costs a lot of money too.
A lot of special schools are residential schools. This means that the children live at the school all the time, instead of going home each day.
Another word for this is a boarding school. Special schools are often like this because they are far away from where children's families live.
When Joe was writing, residential special schools often charged £40,000 to teach a child for a year. Some even charged as much as £100,000!
It would cost a lot less than that to give a disabled child the support they need in their local mainstream school.
Joe does not think that the cost is the most important thing to think about when deciding what sort of schools children should go to.
But he thinks it is silly for LEAs and head teachers to say that disabled children cannot go to mainstream schools because supporting them costs too much.
Sending them to special schools, like they are doing now, costs a lot more!
But Joe thinks there is a bigger issue than wasting money.
We cannot count or measure what children lose by being sent away from their local communities - or what the local communities lose.
Both the children and the communities are harmed by sending them away.
The people who run and work in special schools want special schools to keep existing.
They want to keep their jobs and they want the government to keep giving them money.
So they will keep trying to find reasons why special schools need to exist.
They want to keep labelling children with "special educational needs".
They will say that if children's needs are special, then only a special school can meet them.
There was a new law passed in 2001 called the Special Educational Needs and Disability Act.
Joe thinks this law was good for disabled children in one way, but bad in another.
The new law takes away 2 of the 3 reasons why a child might not be allowed to go to their local mainstream school.
So schools cannot say any more that a child is not allowed to go to them because their special needs could not be met there.
And they cannot say any more that a child is not allowed to go there because it would cost too much money to give them what they need.
But they can still say that a child will not be allowed in if having them there would make it harder for the school to teach other children.
So Joe thinks the new law does not go far enough.
We need to get rid of the third reason for not allowing disabled children into mainstream schools as well.
Joe thinks special schools exist because people are afraid of people who are different from them.
So they want to hide them away and make them "disappear".
This is like what governments have done to people they did not like in other countries, such as Russia.
Children who are sent to special schools do not get to do all the things that other children get to do.
They do not get to play or socialise like other children.
They do not get to be part of their local communities.
They grow up into adults who are still separate from everyone else. So they do not get to have an ordinary adult life.
The laws about special education make this happen. So it can only be stopped by changing the law.
There need to be laws that say that disabled children have all the same rights as non-disabled children.
Inclusive education is not possible if disabled people have only some of the rights that non-disabled people have, instead of all of them.
Joe thinks that having all children, disabled and non-disabled, in the same schools is the only way to stop non-disabled people being afraid of disabled people.
This would change a lot of the things that people now think are "normal".
If we really had inclusive education, we would have to stop doing lots of things that people think are normal now.
We would stop thinking it is OK for children to bully each other.
We would stop thinking we need to make children do exams and tests all the time.
We would stop thinking we need to make lists of schools saying which schools are better or worse because the children there get better or worse grades.
We would stop punishing children who do not learn the same way as others by sending them away.
Instead, we would have schools where all different ways of learning are OK.
It would be OK for children to make mistakes and learn from them.
And children would learn by working together instead of competing against each other.
Schools would treat everyone fairly and see it as a good thing that everyone is different.
This would be real inclusive education.
