WHEN AN INCLUSIVE EDUCATION POLICY MEANS MORE SEGREGATED SCHOOLING

(from Coalition Magazine, November 2005)
This is an extract of a survey by Joe Whittaker and Navin Kikabhai which presents a worrying picture of the approach towards inclusive education being presently practiced by Local Education Authorities in the North West of England (including the ten Authorities in Greater Manchester).

What follows is an account of the struggle of one family who have a twelve-year-old son, in one Local Educational Authority (LEA) in the North West of England. Sadly this account is not an untypical experience for too many families with whom we have had contact over the past eighteen years. Peter (not his real name) had been officially "statemented" by his LEA as having 'severe learning disabilities' (A Statement of Special Educational Needs is a legal agreement which means that an individual is assessed by the LEA and that following an assessment the LEA is obliged to identify and provide the support a child may require.) Peter attended his local mainstream primary school for the early part of his life . He had close friends at school who also lived in the same locality. Peter and his family were happy with the progress he was making at school despite the fact that he had a number of labels attached to him after his birth e.g. Downs Syndrome, Autism, Challenging Behaviour, Profound and Multiple Learning Disabilities etc; The LEA decided he had to be removed from his local mainstream school and sent him to a segregated special school away from his friends. His parents and friends strongly objected to his removal from his school, they made their objections known, but the professionals, they were told; "know best".

Peter became so distressed at being put in a taxi each morning and sent to a strange place away from his friends and family he became distraught and bewildered. Each morning was a time of upset for the family; they were forced to collude with this segregation in order to get Peter into the taxi. Although Peter experienced difficulties in being understood, his behaviour and distress made it clear he did not wish to be separated from his friends and his local primary school. Often when the taxi arrived to 'take' him from his home Peter would park himself on the floor in the front room and refuse to move. The struggle to 'encourage' him into the taxi with an impatient driver and escort proved to be traumatic for Peter and the whole family. They were so distressed by this whole experience they refused to segregate Peter in a special school. After a short time Peter's parents managed to get him into another local ordinary school where the school agreed to accept Peter on a part time basis. Family life returned to a degree of calm once again. Peter remained at the school on a part-time basis with some support for almost two years, making progress and more importantly making knew friends. When the parents asked for the additional support for Peter to attend the school on a full time basis the struggle with the LEA started all over again.

The struggle to get Peter into his local mainstream school full time brought the family into another conflict with the LEA. They were forced to go before the Independent Special Educational Needs Tribunal. This body was introduced in 1995 (for more information see www.inclusion-boltondata.org, Whittaker, J. & Crabtree, C.) to offer an "unbiased" hearing to families who were in dispute with their LEA. However, the judgments from the Tribunals when deciding on the educational setting for children with the label of severe learning disabilities have mostly tended to support the LEA. Even though the parents were determined that he should have the educational opportunities and relationships in his local mainstream school alongside his non-disabled friends and peers. The tribunal overruled the family and insisted Peter should go to a segregated special school. The parents refused to send Peter away again and for this Peter was "punished" by the LEA. The LEA stopped Pater's part-time placement in his local school. Peter lost his friends again. The family decided to keep Peter at home. His father had to give up his job to make arrangements to school Peter at home, a situation forced on the family by the LEA. The family were so desperate to enable Peter to go to a local school, they were prepared to take the whole family to another locality and "start again" in the hope that Peter could go to a local school with his sister and other non-disabled children. The local education authority that rejected Peter had a published inclusive education policy, and an assistant director who had the title of an "Inclusion Manager".

It was at this point we asked, which authority in the North West of England would allow Peter to attend a local mainstream school, if his family were to move into that education authority. Using a telephone survey we contacted twenty-two Local Education Authorities in the North West. With each LEA we asked to speak with the 'Statementing Officer'. The intention was to speak with a person who would be familiar in advising new families to the education authority and also be aware of the legislation relating to inclusive education.

This is the question we asked the Statementing Officer:

Hello,

I am a friend of the . . . . . . . . . family and I am ringing you on behalf of a family who at the present time, have a 12-year-old child who has been statemented by his LEA with the label of severe learning disabilities. The child and the family want a place in a mainstream school with appropriate support. The LEA where they live at this time tell them this is not possible. The family have decided to move to your local education authority and want to know what assurances you can give them that he could go to a local mainstream school.

The first telephone survey was conducted in August 2003 followed by a period of 6 months when the same survey was repeated. On the second occasion we wanted to know if the LEA had an inclusion policy and how many children within the LEA had moved from the specials schools into the ordinary schools.

In the second telephone survey we asked two additional questions:

1. How many children have moved from special schools in your authority to ordinary school?

2. Do you have an Inclusive Education Policy?

These surveys highlighted a disturbing message. All but 2 of the 22 local education authorities in the North West of England had an inclusive education policy, however, they all said that Peter would still be placed in a segregated special school despite Peter's and his families wishes.

Given the new legislation promoting inclusive education, it might be reasonable to assume that more children would be moving away from special schools into the local mainstream schools. However, when LEA's were asked about the number of children moving from special schools to mainstream this was not the situation. The first important point to note is that the vast majority of LEA's stated that they did not collect figures for the number of children moving away from segregated schools into ordinary mainstream schools. One LEA that did collect the figures said:

There are (disabled) children in mainstream but mostly in primary.

Jan 02 to Jan 03:

11 children went from Mainstream to Special School and 1 child went from a Special School to Mainstream school.

Jan 01 to Jan 02:

20 children went from the Mainstream to a Special school, 5 children went from a Special school to a mainstream school.

Jan 00 to Jan 01:

16 children went from a Mainstream school to a Special school and 3 children went from a Special school to Mainstream school.

The figures from this Local Education Authority indicate that more children were going from mainstream schools to special schools despite their inclusive education policy.

Some more responses:

It's unusual to move a child with SLD (Severe Learning disabilities) to mainstream. To move from a SLD school to mainstream is very extreme. You're always going to have special schools, because you've got children with severe handicaps.

In the last 7 years I've only known one child to have done that, their needs wasn't as severe as originally thought.

There are some children in mainstream, but it's not the norm. There is one parent who is requesting mainstream, they (The disabled child) wouldn't cope with it they (The school) aren't able to meet his needs. It is easier in primary school. They (The disabled child) haven't got the social skills. There have been children with Downs Syndrome, they can't cope with it. Those who have transferred from special school to mainstream school could be detrimental to others. There was one person who went all the way through secondary school.

Child with SLD would never transfer to mainstream.

The responses from the survey highlight the disturbing myths and assumptions about disabled children that reinforce their continued discrimination and ignorance about disabled children which is then used to justify continued segregation.

Unfortunately, the response to Peter's situation resulted in the majority of LEA's in this survey unable to conceive of the possibility of Peter's needs being met in a mainstream school. Whilst this may not come as a surprise from many parents seeking a place for their disabled child in the local mainstream school, what is disturbing is the consistency of such a negative response across the North West of England.

Some comments in relation to Peter were:

We would have to look at his case papers.

Depends on how severe.

Very hard to say. Have to have papers, look at it thoroughly. Very rarely successful. Take into account of cost, what's best for the child. Can't think of any 'SLD' - very low IQ - that are statemented in mainstream.

These responses raise questions about the way in which LEAs are interpreting their policies and implementing their practices. There is a great deal of evidence to suggest the lea's are firmly locked into the medical model of disability, and continue to see the child and his impairment as the "problem" rather than looking to change their systems of support and question negative assumptions about disabled children. These segregated practices are at the root of an irrational fear of difference, where schooling systems are feeding the fears and insecurities about children who may have different support requirements.

Some of these responses, in this study, are far removed from the government's current legislation on inclusion where it is stated that the focus should be on effective ways to support a disabled person rather than see the child's impairment as "the problem".

Again responses from the LEA's suggest otherwise:

They (the child) would have to show they could access the curriculum. What are the child's problems? We would clearly have to look at the type of the child. They (Schools) do arrange sometimes some integration depending on their (the child's) problem usually cookery, drama or what they are capable of.

Depends on what the (child's) problems are. Our mainstream schools are very good at dealing with people with certain problems... They don't move from special school to mainstream, because of their problems, they're (the disabled child) are not mainstream.

Some LEA's recognise that much work needs to be done in the area of inclusive education:

... we are intending to be more proactive in this area.

Some LEA's react directly to the statement without any mention of Peter's particular requirements. A typical response from the lea was to accept documentation first rather than the child's or families rights. Much of the documentation defines a child by their impairment a view which remains unchallenged by other leas. On many occasions, whilst supporting families seeking mainstream provision we have witnessed the deluge of paper work that tells us nothing about the child's support requirements in mainstream schools but simply highlights the schools unwillingness to change to accommodate a child from the local community.

Given the consistent negative response from the 22 LEA's in the North West you might think they "know best". We would argue those lea's are wrong. There is one lea in London who has a policy of inclusive education; they have worked with disabled people, families and children for more than ten years to change their schools and colleges so they accommodate all learners. We decided we would ask the same questions to this authority, this was there response:

No problem at all - we do have a clear policy on inclusive education and if you wanted separate school then we would have to sit down and talk with the parent and explain our policy. Clearly we would like to look at previous statement but we would want to find out what the child support requirements were.

There was clear indication from this LEA that they would work with the family and the child to find the most effective way to support him.

In the present climate of "confused inclusive education" we have to continually assert the rights of the disabled person to attend their local school. We have to hear and learn from the views of young disabled people to develop a greater understanding of their support requirements and how they can make their contributions. LEA's have to challenge their schools to welcome all families in the locality they exist to serve, governments need to support and direct their authorities to value the contributions of all its citizens, we have to be creative and think 'outside' the segregated box. Segregated schools must close.

