WHEN AN INCLUSIVE EDUCATION POLICY MEANS MORE SEGREGATED SCHOOLING
This article is by Joe Whittaker and Navin Kikabhai.
It was published in the November 2005 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.
Navin is another member of ALLFIE.
This article is about a disabled boy called Peter, who was 12 years old when Joe and Navin wrote this.
Joe and Navin were supporting Peter and his family to get Peter to be allowed to go to the school that he wanted to.
When Joe and Navin wrote this, Peter lived in the North West of England. They don't say exactly where he lived.
The Local Educational Authority (LEA) where he lived said that he had 'severe learning disabilities'.
LEAs were in charge of all the schools in their local areas.
They were not always exactly the same as Local Authorities (councils), but in Greater Manchester the 10 LEAs were the same as the 10 city and borough councils.
The LEA gave Peter a Statement of Special Educational Needs.
This means that the LEA has said that a child needs support at school that most children do not need.
It says what sort of support the school needs to give the child.
People often just call it a "statement". A child who has been given one has been "statemented".
The LEA said in Peter's statement that he would need a lot of support at school.
They said that even with all this support, he might still not be able to learn everything that other children can learn.
Peter went to a mainstream school for his first few years at school.
This means an ordinary school that most children go to. So he was going to school near where he lived, with other children who lived nearby.
He had friends at school and he was happy there. His family were happy with his school as well.
But the LEA said that, because of what his statement said, he couldn't go to that school any more.
Instead, he had to go to a segregated special school.
Segregated means when some people are kept separate from other people and not allowed to do things that other people can do.
Special schools are segregated because only disabled children can go there.
They are often very far away from where the children live, and the teaching there is usually not as good as in mainstream schools.
Peter and his family and friends were all unhappy about this.
They all wanted him to be able to keep going to the mainstream school.
They said this to the LEA. But the LEA still said that they knew best and that Peter had to go to the special school.
Because the special school was far away, he couldn't walk there. He had to go there in a taxi.
Peter didn't like going in the taxi. Every morning he got very upset about it.
He didn't want to go to a school that he didn't know and that was far away from where all his friends were.
So often he refused to go in the taxi. He would sit on the floor and not move when the taxi came to take him to school.
His parents were upset too because they had to try to get him to go in the taxi when they knew he didn't want to.
They felt like they were hurting him by making him go in the taxi.
They felt like he would think they were on the side of the LEA who wanted him to go to the special school.
They didn't want that, but they felt like the LEA was making them act like they did, and making them hurt their son.
So Peter's parents soon decided they weren't going to make Peter go to the special school any more.
They found another mainstream school that said it would be OK for Peter to go there.
But the school said he could only go there for part of the week.
Peter's parents decided this was OK. Things were easier for them all now that he was going to a school that was near them again.
Peter stayed at his new school for 2 years. He was learning new things and he had friends again.
After a while, his parents wanted him to be able to go to school for the whole week.
But this meant that the school would have to pay for more support for him.
When his parents asked the LEA to let him go to the local school full time, the trouble started again.
The LEA did not want to give Peter the support he needed to go to the school full-time.
So his parents had to go to a tribunal.
A tribunal is a kind of court that you can go to if you don't like a decision that someone like a council or LEA has made.
The tribunal for special educational needs was started in 1995. It makes decisions when families disagree with LEAs about what school their children should go to.
The family and the LEA both tell their side of the story to the tribunal and the tribunal will decide who is right.
Then both the LEA and the family will have to do what the tribunal says.
Families like Peter's hope that the tribunal will say that they are right and their children can go to their local mainstream school.
But when children have statements saying they have 'severe learning disabilities', the tribunals usually take the side of the LEA.
Then they say that the children have to go to special schools.
When Peter's family went to the tribunal, they were told that he would have to go to a special school.
So the LEA said he wasn't allowed to go to the local school any more.
They did this even though they had an inclusive education policy.
Inclusive education means disabled and non-disabled children going to the same schools and learning together.
A policy means a way that the LEA has decided they should always do something.
So the LEA were saying that disabled and non-disabled children should go to school together, but then they weren't letting them do that!
Peter lost his friends again because he couldn't go to the school that they all went to any more.
His parents didn't want to send him to a special school again. So they decided that he would stay at home and not go to any school.
He would learn at home instead. This is called homeschooling.
Homeschooling can be difficult because parents have to stay at home to teach their children.
Peter's dad had to stop going to work to homeschool him.
So Peter's dad lost his job because the LEA said that Peter couldn't go to the local mainstream school.
But his family still really wanted him to be able to go to a mainstream school.
They were thinking about finding somewhere else to move to, where the local school would let Peter go there.
Then Peter would be able to go to the same school as his sister and other non-disabled children.
Joe and Navin were friends with Peter's family.
They had the idea of doing a survey of all the LEAs in the North West of England.
A survey is a list of questions that someone like a researcher asks a lot of people.
They do this to find out what people think about something, or how many people are affected by something.
Joe and Navin decided to ask questions about inclusive education to all the LEAs in the North West of England.
Then they would be able to find out which of the LEAs really wanted inclusive education for all children.
And they could find out which places Peter's family could move to, so that Peter could go to a local mainstream school.
They phoned 22 different LEAs and asked each one to speak to their Statementing Officers. These are the people in charge of giving children statements.
They said to each Statementing Officer that Peter and his family were going to move to their area.
They asked the Statementing Officers if they could say to Peter's family that Peter would be allowed to go to a local mainstream school.
Then 6 months later they called the Statementing Officers again. This time they asked them all 2 questions.
The first question was how many children had moved from special schools to mainstream schools in each LEA's area.
The second question was whether the LEAs had inclusive education policies.
20 of the 22 LEAs in the North West of England told Joe and Navin that they had inclusive education policies.
But still all of them said that if Peter and his family moved there, Peter would have to go to a segregated special school.
There were new laws that said there should be more inclusive education.
So Joe and Navin thought that more children should be moving from special schools to mainstream schools.
But this didn't look like it was happening.
Most of the LEAs said they did not count how many children moved from special schools to mainstream schools.
One LEA did count the children who moved from special schools to mainstream schools, and the children who moved the other way, from mainstream schools to special schools.
They found that a lot more children were going from mainstream schools into special schools than the other way round.
This was still happening even though the LEA had an inclusive education policy.
An inclusive education policy means a rule that all children go to the same schools. Sending a child to a special school is against this rule.
The LEAs said a lot of other things to Joe and Navin that showed that they didn't really think all children could be included in mainstream schools.
Some of them said it would be very unusual for a child with a statement of "severe learning disabilities" to go to a mainstream school.
Some of them even said that would never happen.
One LEA said that only one child had moved from a special school to a mainstream school in 7 years.
They said that was because the child didn't have as severe learning difficulties as they had thought they did at first.
Some of them said that it was easier for disabled children to be in mainstream schools at primary school age.
They thought that in secondary schools, for older children, it would be too difficult.
They thought that having disabled children in mainstream secondary schools would be bad for the other children's education.
The disabled children might cause trouble or make it harder for the teachers to teach the whole class.
Joe and Navin think that all these answers from the LEAs mean that they still think a lot of things about disabled children that are untrue and unfair.
Lots of people think these things because they don't know better.
But if people think these things are true, then they will think it is OK to keep sending disabled children away to segregated special schools.
Most of the LEAs could not even imagine that a disabled child like Peter could get all the support they need in a mainstream school.
Joe and Navin think this  isn't very surprising to parents who are trying to get a mainstream school to accept their disabled children.
But they think it is still shocking that nearly all the LEAs in the North West of England say the same things.
There is nowhere that they are sure would let every disabled child go to a mainstream school.
Some of the LEAs said that they would have to look at Peter’s case papers before they could decide if he could go to a mainstream school or not.
Joe and Navin think that this means that the LEAs see the disabled child as the "problem", not the way that they and their schools work.
The LEAs think that the problem is that the child's body or brain does not work the same way as most people's.
But the problem is really that the schools do not teach in ways that work well for all the children who think and learn differently.
The LEAs could change the way they support children so that all schools can teach all children, if they wanted to.
Joe and Navin think that schools and LEAs are afraid of children who are different from what they think of as "normal" children, and who might need different things.
The laws about inclusive education say that schools should not treat the ways that disabled children's bodies and minds are different as the problem.
Instead, they should find ways to support disabled children in schools that work well for each child. But the LEAs are not doing this.
One LEA said that mainstream schools are good at dealing with some children's "problems", but not others.
One LEA said that they might be able to have a disabled child join the non-disabled children for some classes, like cookery or drama.
But the disabled child would still not be allowed to go to the mainstream school for the rest of the classes.
They said that this would depend on the child's "problem".
Some of the LEAs did say that they needed to do better at inclusive education.
A lot of LEAs said they would look at Peter's statement to decide if he could go to a mainstream school.
They said they would need to look at all the papers that said what kind of problems and difficulties Peter had.
They didn't seem interested in talking to Peter or his family before making up their mind.
Joe and Navin say that they have seen schools and LEAs acting like this many times before.
They often write lots of papers about a child that don't really say what the child needs.
They really just say that the schools don't want to change how they work for one child.
If all the LEAs in the North West say the same things, you might think that that means they know best and they are right.
But Joe and Navin don't think they are right.
There is one LEA in London that they know thinks differently.
That LEA has been working with disabled people to change how their schools work so that they can teach everyone in ways that work well for them.
Joe and Navin asked that LEA the same questions that they asked the LEAs in the North West.
The LEA said there would be no problem with Peter going to a mainstream school in their area.
They would look at his statement, but only so that they could find out the best ways to support him at school.
They said that if parents wanted their child to go to a special school, they would tell the parents that they have an inclusive education policy.
So the LEAs in the North West are not all right. LEAs can do things differently and include all disabled children in mainstream schools if they want to.
Joe and Navin say that we need to keep on fighting for disabled children's rights to go to their local schools.
People need to listen to what young disabled people have to say to understand what they really need.
Joe and Navin say that LEAs should tell schools  to welcome families with disabled children and let all children go to their local school.
They say the government should tell LEAs that everyone is important and every child has important things that they add to their schools by being there.
And we all need to think creatively about new ways to include everyone, not just keep on segregating disabled people because that is how it has been done before.
And they say segregated schools must close!
