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Abstract

A policy ofinclusion is based on values of equality, participation and the right of all pupils to
an education appropriate to their needs. However, a values-based policy such as inclusion can
prove problematic when values appear to contradict one another and tensions, or dilemmas,
arise. Policy based on equality of access and participation, and on the provision of an
education appropriate to the needs of the individual, can create difficulties in terms of its
implementation. The increase in the number of pupils with special educational needs
enrolling in mainstream schools over the last ten years demonstrates a desire by parents to
have their children educated in a mainstream environment with their peers. However, a trend
has developed in recent years whereby some pupils with Mild General Learning Disabilities
(MGLD) are leaving mainstream primary and post-primary schools and transferring to

special schools for pupils with MGLD.

The aim of this study is to explore factors which influenced the transfer of a cohort of pupils
with MGLD from mainstream schools to special schools for pupils with MGLD, from the
perspectives of key stakeholders in the transfer process. These include teachers and principals
in mainstream and special schools, as well as pupils with MGLD and parents. The study also
aims to identify differences in educational provision between both sectors. The role played by
the stakeholders in the transfer process is also examined in order to explore issues related to
power in decision-making processes with regard to educational provision for pupils with
MGLD. A multiple case study design was employed, with four special schools for pupils with
MGLD participating as cases in this study. All participants were interviewed and a theoretical
framework, incorporating macro and micro levels of analysis, was designed to guide

interpretation of data.



The findings indicate that a number of factors influenced the transfer of pupils from
mainstream schools to special schools for pupils with MGLD. These included social,
emotional and behavioural difficulties, difficulties accessing the curriculum in mainstream
schools, dissatisfaction with resources and supports in mainstream schools and issues relating
to school structures and organisation. Differences in provision between mainstream and
special schools for pupils with MGLD were identified in each of these areas. The findings
also indicate that parents and pupils played a subordinate role in the decision-making process

regarding the transfer to special schools.

This study is timely in light of recent policy developments in special education.
Inconsistencies in policy with regard to educational provision for pupils with MGLD are
identified and the findings illustrate how conflicting policy frameworks create confusion and

uncertainty for teachers, pupils and parents.



Chapter 1: Introduction

1.1 Emerging trends

The inclusion of pupils with special educational needs (SEN) in mainstream primary
and post-primary schools has been one of the key policy aims of education in Ireland from
the latter stages of the twentieth century to the present day. Inclusion represents a broad and
significant social and political value commitment (Norwich, 2008a) whereby pupils with
SEN, who in the past were excluded from mainstream educational provision, have the right to
receive an education appropriate to their needs. While successive governments, both
nationally and internationally, have demonstrated their commitment to furthering inclusive
educational policies, a new trend has emerged in the Irish context which warrants further
investigation. This new trend is evidenced in the increasing numbers of pupils with Mild
General Learning Disabilities (MGLD) leaving mainstream schools and enrolling in special

schools for pupils with MGLD, at approximately twelve years of age.

1.2 Chapter overview

This chapter sets the context for this study by describing the problem statement and
the rationale for undertaking research in the area of educational provision for pupils with
MGLD. The research aim and questions are stated and this is followed by an outline of the
purpose and scope of the study. An overview of policy development in this area provides the
background to the study. Limitations of the study are then addressed and the chapter

concludes with a guide to the structure of remaining chapters.



1.3 Problem statement

In Ireland, pupils with MGLD represent over two-thirds of all children with SEN in
mainstream primary schools (Stevens & O’Moore, 2009). W hile there is no current database
of pupils with MGLD in mainstream post-primary schools, statistics, provided by the
National Council for Special Education (NCSE, 2010a), indicate that approximately 20% of
all pupils allocated additional teaching hours in mainstream post-primary schools in 2010
were pupils with MGLD. A recent study of the transfer of pupils aged 12 and over, from
mainstream to special schools, found that 75% of pupils who enrol in special schools for
pupils with MGLD are in this age range (Kelly & Devitt, 2010). This suggests that many of
these pupils are transferring to special schools rather than going to mainstream post-primary
schools and raises a number of questions in relation to the reasons pupils are transferring at a
time when educational policy advocates inclusion of pupils with SEN in mainstream schools.
It may be considered a surprising development given the context of the Education for Persons
with Special Educational Needs Act (EPSEN) (Government of Ireland, 2004), which
enshrined in law the right of all those with SEN to be educated in an inclusive environment

with their peers.

A report by the National Federation of Voluntary Bodies (NFVB, 2006) highlights concern
over the prevalence of transfer of pupils from mainstream to special schools and identifies
two key recurring factors in these instances, including a lack of appropriate support in
mainstream primary and post-primary schools, and the challenges posed in the transition
from primary to post-primary schools. The report suggests that pupils with SEN receive
inadequate levels of social, behavioural and academic support in mainstream schools. Among
the challenges identified in relation to the transition from mainstream primary to post-primary

schools axe difficulties finding placement, social exclusion and issues relating to structures



and curriculum at post-primary level. Similarly, Kelly and Devitt’s (2010) study of the
transfer of pupils from mainstream to special schools indicates that there is a number of
reasons pupils transfer, including academic difficulties, social, emotional and behavioural
difficulties and difficulties related to physical and health issues. Kelly and Devitt’s findings
in relation to social difficulties experienced by pupils in mainstream schools echo those of
Shevlin, Kenny and Loxley (2008). Shevlin et al.’s exploratory study of special educational
provision in Ireland indicates that some pupils transfer from mainstream to special schools to
foster and develop social inclusion which is not always successfully achieved in mainstream
schools. It would seem therefore, that there are a number of potentially complex and
interacting factors which may influence the transfer of pupils from mainstream to special
schools. These factors warrant further investigation in relation to the transfer of pupils with

MGLD.

1.4 Research aim and questions

The aim of this study was to investigate factors which influenced the transfer of a
cohort of pupils from mainstream schools to special schools for pupils with MGLD from the
perspectives of pupils, parents, principals and teachers in mainstream primary, post-primary
and special schools. This study also aimed to examine perspectives on aspects of educational
provision in mainstream primary, post-primary and special schools which contributed to the
decision to transfer. The role of parents, pupils and the professionals involved in the decision
to transfer pupils to special schools for pupils with MGLD was interrogated in order to
explore power relations between these groups. In order to provide an in-depth study on the
perspectives of parents, pupils, principals and teachers on reasons for transfer and the context
in which this occurs, a qualitative multiple case study design was employed. Four special

schools for pupils with MGLD participated, as cases, in this study. The research questions



which frame this study sought to identify reasons why pupils transferred from mainstream to
special schools. The four broad questions underpinning the study are as follows:
1. What factors influence the transfer of pupils with MGLD from mainstream schools to

special schools for pupils with MGLD?

2. What are the perspectives of parents, pupils, teachers and principals on educational

provision for pupils with MGLD in mainstream schools?

3. What are the perspectives of parents, pupils, teachers and principals on educational

provision for pupils with MGLD in special schools for pupils with MGLD?

4. What role do parents, pupils and professionals play in the decision-making process
regarding the transfer of pupils with MGLD from mainstream schools to special

schools for pupils with MGLD?

1.5 Rationale for study

Pupils with MGLD represent a significant proportion of the population of pupils
considered to have SEN. Despite this, a recent audit of research in the field of special
education in Ireland highlights a lack of research in relation to this group in comparison to
other categories of learning disability (Travers, Butler & O’Donnell, 2011). Norwich and
Kelly (2005) suggest that this may be partly due to issues relating to the definition and
categorisation of MGLD, which has proved to be contentious (Fletcher-Campbell, 2005;
Tomlinson, 1982). Stevens and O’Moore (2009) conducted research on the inclusion of
pupils with MGLD in special schools, special classes and mainstream classes in Ireland over
the past twenty years. In their nationwide exploratory study, they identify some of the
challenges and difficulties associated with educational provision for these pupils including
the increasing isolation of special schools and poor levels of inclusive practice in mainstream

primary schools.



The current study addresses issues specifically related to the reasons why pupils transfer from
mainstream to special schools. This study is timely and significant in light of recent policy
developments in special education in relation to the inclusion of pupils with MGLD in
mainstream schools, including the decision by the Department of Education and Skills (DES)
to close over 100 special classes for pupils with MGLD (Travers, 2009). Moreover, this study

is linked to broader issues of inclusion and the role of special schools in that process.

My interest in this area of research stems from my experience as a teacher in a special class
for pupils with MGLD, in mainstream classes and in resource settings in mainstream primary
schools. More recently, my experience has been in teacher education as a lecturer in a college
of education. This role has allowed me to support teachers in their professional settings in
special and mainstream schools. It is hoped that this study raises awareness of the
experiences of pupils, their parents, and their teachers with regards to present educational

provision for MGLD.

1.6 Focus and purpose of this research

Two key Irish studies have been identified in this chapter which are particularly
relevant to the context of the present study. Of these, Stevens and O’Moore’s (2009)
longitudinal study is the only nationwide study which focuses solely on educational provision
for pupils with MGLD. Their study presents evidence based on insights from resource and
learning support teachers in mainstream primary schools and teachers in special schools for
pupils with MGLD. Stevens and O’Moore (2009) argue that mainstream primary schools are
ill-prepared to cope with the implementation of a policy of inclusion. A number of barriers to
inclusion of pupils with MGLD in mainstream schools are identified as systemic

shortcomings within the system and these include a lack of appropriate structures, absence of



policy in relation to the role of special schools and classes and a lack of knowledge and
professional development amongst teachers in mainstream and special schools. Stevens and
O’Moore (2009) are particularly critical of the General Allocation Model (GAM) of resource
allocation in mainstream primary schools, as there is currently no record of the number of
pupils with MGLD receiving support under this model. Resources are allocated directly to
primary schools rather the previous system of resource allocation to individual pupils based

on category ofneed.

While Stevens and O’ Moore’s study represents the views of resource teachers, learning
support teachers and teachers in special classes for pupils with MGLD in mainstream primary
schools, the views of teachers, or principals, in mainstream post-primary schools are not
represented. As the majority of pupils who transfer to special schools for pupils with MGLD
do so at the end of their mainstream primary education, this highlights the need to examine
issues relating to the educational provision for pupils in mainstream post-primary schools in
order to identify reasons pupils are not continuing their education in the mainstream system.
The views of mainstream class teachers in mainstream primary schools are also particularly
relevant as they are at the very centre of the inclusion process. The current study offers a
further contribution to the literature on educational provision for pupils with MGLD in
Ireland by investigating the views of principals and/or deputy principals in mainstream post-

primary schools and those of class teachers and principals in mainstream primary schools.

The second key study identified is Kelly and Devitt’s (2010) study of the reasons pupils, aged
12 and over, leave mainstream schools and seek enrolment in special schools. Their study
examines this phenomenon based on a sample representing ten different categories of special

school. 54 special schools participated in their study and 17 of these were special schools for



pupils with MGLD. Kelly and Devitt’s (2010) study provides a comprehensive insight into
the reasons why pupils aged 12 and over transfer from mainstream to special schools and
identifies academic and social difficulties experienced by pupils in mainstream schools
among these reasons. The perspectives of parents, pupils, principals and teachers in special
schools were sought in their study. However, the perspectives of teachers and principals in
mainstream primary and post-primary schools were not sought and, as key stakeholders in the
provision of education for pupils with MGLD, their perspectives on the transfer process are

crucial.

The inclusion of mainstream schools in research in this area is particularly important as the
transfer process is initiated in the context of the mainstream school attended by pupils.
Teachers and principals in these schools are central to the decision-making processes
involved. Teachers and principals in mainstream schools also provide an insider perspective
on educational provision for pupils with MGLD in mainstream schools which enables
comparisons to be made between both sectors. While the findings of Kelly and Devitt’s study
represent ten different categories of special school, the current study focuses on the transfer
process in the context of special schools for pupils with MGLD only. The perspectives of
teachers and principals in mainstream primary, post-primary and special schools are
investigated, as well as those of the parents and pupils involved. The current study asks not
only why pupils transferred, but seeks to identify the key players in the decision to transfer a

pupil from amainstream to a special school for pupils with MGLD.

The findings of the two studies discussed here (Kelly & Devitt, 2010; Stevens & O’Moore,
2009) highlight challenges in relation the inclusion of pupils with MGLD in the areas of

curriculum, placement and categorization. Questions are raised in relation to the reason pupils



with MGLD transfer to special schools and in relation to educational provision for these
pupils, and these questions form the basis of the current study. A policy aim of inclusion in
mainstream schools appears to be failing for those pupils who leave the mainstream system in
favour of special schools. In order to set the context for this study on the transfer of pupils
with MGLD from mainstream to special schools, it is necessary to trace the development of

policy with regard to educational provision for this group.

1.7 Overview of policy development

Up until the latter part of the 20th century, there was no discemable state policy in
relation to provision of special education and it was left to religious orders to provide
services. In 1965, the Report of the Commission of Enquiry on Mental Handicap
(Government of Ireland, 1965) made recommendations that education for pupils with MGLD
should be provided mainly in special schools and special classes. There was a subsequent
increase in the number of special classes established in mainstream schools and this
recommendation marked the beginning of a policy shift, particularly in relation to pupils with
MGLD, influenced by a new discourse on special education which was emerging
internationally. In the U.K., the Wamock Report (Department for Education and Science,
1978) and the subsequent 1981 Education Act, provided a framework for the integration of
pupils with SEN in mainstream schools. The practice of integration was officially addressed
in an Irish policy document for the first time in a White Paper on Education (DES, 1980) and
one of the more significant outcomes of policy development at this time was the decision that
no further special schools were to be established for pupils with MGLD (Stevens &

O’Moore, 2009).



The Special Education Review Committee (SERC) was established in 1991 to review, and
make recommendations for, the provision of education for children with SEN. The
Committee outlined seven principles which it stated should serve as basic guidelines for the
future development of the system and which should be considered in the development of an
Education Act (DES, 1993). These principles included the right of all children to an
appropriate education, the importance of individual needs as the basis for provision, the right
of parents to be involved in the decision-making process, a continuum of provision and the
requirement that the state provide adequate resources to ensure appropriate provision. The
SERC Report (DES, 1993) estimated that 5,500 pupils with MGLD were enrolled in primary
and post-primary special classes and special schools in the school year 1990/1991. In the
absence of an official database, the Report estimated that a further 699 pupils were attending
mainstream primary schools in ordinary classes. The Report identified gaps in provision,
curriculum development and teacher education. It made specific recommendations regarding
the education of pupils with MGLD, including a recommendation to expand special class

provision in mainstream primary and post-primary schools.

Internationally, a policy discourse was emerging which reflected the principles and values of
a rights-based movement towards inclusion. Article 28 of the 1989 United Nations
Convention on the Rights of the Child referred to the right of all children with disabilities to
an education responsive to their individuality (United Nations Children’s Fund [UNICEF],
2004). However, it was the powerful impact of the Salamanca Statement (United Nations
Educational Scientific and Cultural Organisation [UNESCO], 1994) which stimulated change
at an international level. Representatives of 92 governments, including Ireland, agreed the
Salamanca Statement on the education of disabled children and adopted a new Framework

for Action (UNESCO, 1994). This rights-based perspective signalled the emergence of a
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policy of inclusion which would have a significant impact on services provided by special

schools.

The 1998 Education Act (Government of Ireland, 1998) represented a legally binding
recognition ofthe right of all children to receive an education appropriate to their needs in the
school of their parents’ choice. A policy of inclusion was developing at an unprecedented
rate, the consequences of which were beginning to impact on special schools, including those
for pupils with MGLD. According to the Irish National Teachers Organisation (INTO), the
profile of pupils attending special schools began to change with pupils presenting “with a
variety of secondary difficulties or with multiple difficulties” (INTO, 2002, p. 8) and schools
were concerned about their capacity to meet their obligations under the Education Act to
provide an appropriate education to these pupils. The INTO also referred to a lack of
development of the SERC (DES, 1993) recommendations in relation to a continuum of
provision. Rather than developing links between mainstream and special schools, policy
development seemed to be focused on inclusion in mainstream schools. Stevens and
O’Moore (2009) highlight the fact that in the period from 1999 to 2003, no DES circulars
were issued to special schools while mainstream primary schools received a number of
circulars in relation to allocation of resources, including teachers and special needs assistants
(SNA). During this period the number of pupils attending special schools for pupils with
MGLD continued to decline while there was an increase in those attending mainstream
primary schools. According to the National Intellectual Disability Database (NIDD), the
number of pupils with MGLD receiving the support of resource teachers in mainstream
schools increased from 26 in 1996 to 283 by 2004, while the numbers attending special
schools decreased from 2813 to 2039 during the same period (Kelly, Kelly and Craig, 2007;

Mulvany, 2000).
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In 2004, the EPSEN Act (Government of Ireland, 2004) enshrined in law the right of all
children with SEN to be educated in “an inclusive environment with those who do not have
such needs” and their right to “avail of and benefit from, appropriate education as do their
peers” (p. 5). This rights-based legislation was significant in the context of special schools for
a number of reasons. Firstly, inclusion was defined in terms of the right to placement in
mainstream schools and the role of special schools was unclear in the context of this
interpretation. Secondly, the recommendation of the SERC Report (DES, 1993) for a
continuum of provision seemed to be at odds with the direction policy was taking with the
emphasis on right of access to mainstream schools. The Act provided a statutory basis for the
NCSE, which assumed responsibility for the allocation of resources. The Act also enshrined
in law the right of parents to be actively involved in the assessment process and subsequent
formulation of an Individual Education Plan (IEP), which signalled the introduction of a
policy of individualisation. The introduction of an individualised approach to provision
marked a change from a system of labelling, or group categorisation of children, in order to

receive resources (NCSE, 2006).

The DES introduced a new system of resource allocation in 2005 (DES, 2005a) to
mainstream primary schools which was of particular significance to pupils with MGLD. A
system of general allocation of resources, commonly known as the GAM, replaced the
previous system of individual allocation based on category of need. MGLD was described as
a high incidence disability, along with borderline MGLD and specific learning disabilities.
Schools were empowered to allocate additional teaching resources to pupils in the high
incidence category in a flexible manner based on each pupil’s individual needs. Because
schools no longer needed to apply for resource allocation for pupils with MGLD, the need to

seek the categorisation of these pupils through psychological assessment no longer existed,



12

resulting in a decrease in the number of pupils registered in this category. The number of
pupils with MGLD registered as receiving additional support in mainstream primary schools
fell from 283 in 2004 to 116 in 2007 (Stevens & O’Moore, 2009). Currently, the NCSE no
longer accepts requests for the individual allocation of resource teaching hours for pupils
with MGLD. However, as the GAM only applies at primary level, post-primary schools
continue to apply to the NCSE for additional teaching support for pupils with MGLD. In
2009, 19% of applications granted by the NCSE for additional teaching support, and 9% of
applications for access to an SNA, at post-primary level were allocated to pupils with MGLD

(NCSE, 2009).

More recent policy development has been heavily influenced by economic considerations. In
2008, the implementation of sections of the EPSEN Act (2004) relating to assessment and
IEPs was deferred indefinitely as a result of budgetary cutbacks across the education sector.
There was a decrease in the number of pupils in special classes for pupils with MGLD
between 2004/2005 and 2008/2009 (Kelly & Devitt, 2009) and, in February 2009, the DES
indicated its intention to close 128 special classes for pupils with MGLD. This development
would seem to indicate that preference towards a two-track system of educational provision is
developing rather than a continuum of provision for pupils with MGLD. The choice of
provision for many pupils with MGLD is now between special schools and mainstream

classes, with the majority opting for mainstream provision.

1.8 Special schools for pupils with Mild General Learning Disabilities - recent trends
The development of a policy of inclusion has impacted on all special schools
including those for pupils with MGLD. The concerns of teachers working in special schools

in Ireland are highlighted in a 2006 report entitled Special Schools in Transition (McCarthy
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& Kenny, 2006). These concerns relate to the increase in numbers of pupils aged 12 and over
attending special schools. Concern was also expressed about the lack of clear policy in
relation to the future role of special schools, which resulted in a fear amongst staff that
schools would close, and a feeling of isolation and unease in terms of future policy
development. Although this report did not focus specifically on special schools for pupils
with MGLD, the results were representative of the views of teachers across the sector. The
recommendations of the report include the need for a broad interpretation of inclusion and

clarity in relation to the role of special schools in the context of policy development.

Currently there are 30 special schools for pupils with MGLD in Ireland, the majority of
which are situated in urban areas (Stevens & O’Moore, 2009). There is evidence that many
pupils attending have complex or additional needs. A study of challenging behaviour in Irish
special schools (Kelly, Carey & McCarthy, 2004) found that 68% of schools, which
responded to the survey, had some pupils attending with more than one type of special need.
Similarly, Stevens and O’Moore (2009) report that 71% of teachers in special schools
surveyed in their study felt that either all, or most, of their pupils had additional needs. These
studies indicate that special schools for pupils with MGLD are now catering for pupils with
MGLD of predominately post-primary age, the majority of whom transferred from
mainstream schools. It would also appear that many of the pupils attending special schools in
Ireland have complex or additional needs. This raises questions about the ability of
mainstream primary and post-primary schools to provide adequate support for these pupils
and highlights the need to identify factors which influence the transfer of pupils with MGLD
from mainstream primary and post-primary schools to special schools for pupils with MGLD.

The aim ofthe current study was to identify these factors.
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1.9 Scope and limitations of research

This study was limited by the time frame allowed for data-collection and completion
of the research. While the perspectives of the key stakeholders in the transfer process were
investigated in this study, this is not to say that there are not other stakeholders who have
information to contribute including SNASs, psychologists, speech and language therapists, or
other groups involved in educational provision for pupils with MGLD. However the groups
chosen were deemed to represent the key stakeholders in decision-making processes

regarding educational provision for pupils with MGLD.

1.10 Structure of thesis

This chapter has set the context and outlined the puipose, aim and research questions
underpinning this study. Chapter 2 presents the theoretical framework which acts as a lens for
analysis in this study. In Chapter 3, a review of the literature on educational provision for
pupils with MGLD in mainstream and specials schools is presented which draws on a wide
range of national and international studies. The research methodology is described and
justified in Chapter 4. The findings of the study are presented and analysed in Chapter 5.
Chapter 6 presents a summary and discussion of the key findings of the research while
Chapter 7 concludes with some reflections on the research process and also considers the

implications for future policy in relation to educational provision for pupils with MGLD.
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Chapter 2: Theoretical Framework

2.1 Introduction

Denzin and Lincoln (2005) describe all research as interpretive as it is guided by the
researcher’s beliefs and assumptions about the world and how it should be understood and
studied. Research techniques emerge from a theoretical position which reflects values and
dispositions towards the social world (Gray & Denicolo, 1998). This chapter is concerned
with the construction of a theoretical framework which is informed by an interpretive
research paradigm- Elements of critical theory are also drawn upon in order to construct a
framework which highlights the tensions and complexities within the field of special
education. This framework is designed to guide interpretation and analysis at different levels.
In relation to the current study, macro-level analysis is conducted within the context of
ideological tensions, or dilemmas of difference (Norwich, 2002), in special education. Micro-
level analysis is conducted within the context of tensions at a more pragmatic level which
relate to competing policy frameworks. This micro-level analysis is necessary to draw
attention to the complexities of the context in which these dilemmas of difference occur and
to interrogate issues of power and dominance with regard to policy in special education.
Drawing on these two theoretical perspectives allows for the construction of a broad
conceptual framework based on the relationship between these two perspectives, the
identified research problem and an interpretive paradigm. A conceptual model incorporating

both ideological and pragmatic perspectives is presented to act as a lens for analysis.

2.2 An Interpretive paradigm

The central tenet of the interpretive paradigm is to understand the subjective world of

human experience. In this study, the experiences and perspectives of pupils with MGLD,
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their parents, teachers and principals are the focus of inquiry. There are a number of
underlying assumptions which guide the study in terms of theory, methods and analysis.
These include a relativist ontology, a subjectivist, or transactional, epistemology and a

naturalistic set of methodological procedures (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005).

2.2.1 Relativist ontology

A relativist ontology is based on the belief that there are multiple constructed realities
which can only be studied holistically. Lincoln and Guba (1985) assert that the case study
methodology is particularly suited to the description of multiple realities encountered at any
given site. The study is set in its natural setting as context is implicated in meaning. However,
the theoretical framework underpinning this study asserts that understanding of special
education is itself a construction of historical and social influences, and as such, a theoretical
framework based on a relativist view should acknowledge these influences. It is not enough
to interpret individual constructions of experience, it is also necessary to interpret why
individuals construct the interpretations that they do. The perspectives and understandings of
pupils, principals, teachers and parents are shaped by their experiences in specific contexts
and the discourses used to describe these experiences are both socially and historically
influenced. The notion that interpretation is guided by social forces and is influenced by the
dynamics of power-relations is a central tenet of the critical hermeneutic tradition. Kincheloe
and McClaren (2005) identify one of the basic assumptions of this tradition as being that all
thought is fundamentally mediated by power relations that are socially and historically
constructed. One of the underlying assumptions central to this study is that interpretation is
not value-free and that any research which claims to contribute towards an understanding of
phenomena in the area of special education must acknowledge the complexity in nature of the
social and historical forces which have helped shape policy and discourse in this area. While

not claiming to be overtly transformative, or emancipatory, in terms of the empowerment of
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any individuals or groups, this study attempts to give voice to the interpretations of
principals, teachers, parents and pupils with MGLD with regards to the reasons some pupils
with MGLD leave mainstream schools to enrol in special schools for pupils with MGLD. In
this way, the interpretative paradigm which is presented here draws on elements of the
critical hermeneutic tradition in order to provide a broader analytical lens which recognises

the complexity of the research problem identified.

2.2.2 Subjectivist epistemology

A subjectivist epistemology is based on the assumption that the knower and the
knowing co-create understandings to construct transactional knowledge (Denzin and Lincoln,
2005). Research is an interactive and transactional process whereby the history and
biographies of both researcher and participants shape the research process. The process of
research is hermeneutic and the researcher is the research instrument. As the researcher, I
elect to use myself as a primary data-gathering instrument while acknowledging that past
experiences, both as a teacher and lecturer in the area of special education, influence
interpretations. Research techniques emerge from a theoretical position which must be

acknowledged and made known from the outset.

2.2.3 Naturalistic methodologicalprocedures

Qualitative research involves study in the natural setting in which phenomena occur in
order to interpret these phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them (Denzin &
Lincoln, 2005). Context and meaning are inseparable and cannot be studied in isolation from
each other. Conducting research in the context in which phenomena occur is crucial if
findings are to have meaning in similar contexts. A multiple case study design was chosen as
a strategy of inquiry as it allowed the special schools for pupils with MGLD to become the

focus of inquiry. The special schools also represent the context in which the research problem
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was situated. A multiple case study design is concerned with the identification of common
characteristics, or differences, between individual cases which facilitates an understanding of
a particular phenomenon in the context in which it occurs (Stake, 2006). There is recognition
that each case, or special school, represents a complex entity embedded in a number of
contexts including the social, historical and political contexts which underpin the chosen
theoretical framework guiding this study. The interview was chosen as the main data-
collecting method as a means to obtaining the perspectives of parents, teachers, principals
and pupils with MGLD on the reasons pupils transferred from mainstream to special schools.

Research methods are outlined in greater detail in Chapter 4.

In order to construct a theoretical framework within this interpretive context, shifts in
understanding, or knowledge, of special education and the underlying values which have
influenced these are outlined. A number of theoretical perspectives, which may provide an
analytical lens for research, have been identified in the field of special education. Clark,
Dyson and Millward (1998) suggest that such theories reflect the values, assumptions and
priorities of their time. In an attempt to characterise some of the developments that have
taken place in the theorising of special education towards the end of the last century they
offer two broad paradigms, positivist and post-positivist, which reflect differing views of

learning disabilities.

2.3 Positivist and post-positivist paradigms

The positivist paradigm was the driving force in shaping policy, discourse and
practice in special education throughout the course of the last century and was characterised
by a psycho-medical view of learning disabilities (Clark et. ah, 1998). Based on the
assumption that learning difficulties were due to pathological impairment, or deficit, the

positivist approach relied on methods of the natural sciences to investigate learning
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difficulties. This perspective, which shaped discourse and policy in special education, has
been criticised in recent years for its emphasis on within-child factors, or individual

impairment, as a means of explaining and addressing learning difficulties.

Other perspectives, or theories, have emerged which focus not on the individual but on the
context, including social, cultural and educational, in which these difficulties occur and are
described. Included among these perspectives is the social constructionist view (e.g.
Tomlinson, 1982) which describes disability and special education as social constructs which
have been devised as a means of disempowering and marginalising certain groups in society.
Other perspectives (e.g. Slee, 2008) focus on social institutions, such as schools, claiming
that a system of special education has been developed in order to manage failure on the part
of schools to meet the educational needs of all pupils. Clark et al. (1998) suggest that this
perspective marked the emergence of a new post-positivist paradigm which is underpinned by
a particular values orientation. Analysis of special education is underpinned by the
assumption that those with learning difficulties have been disempowered, disadvantaged and
excluded by a system which, heretofore, was dominated by a psycho-medical paradigm.
Perspectives within the post-positivist paradigm do not claim to be value-free; on the
contrary, they adopt a stance which argues that special education has served as a means of
oppression and disempowerment. Principles of rights, equity, inclusion and participation are
values which shape the nature of inquiry and the interpretation of findings of any inquiry.
Clark et al. acknowledge that the post-positivist paradigm has given a new vitality to the field
of special education while at the same time alluding to the same misgivings identified by
Thomas and Loxley when they referred to the “simplifying tendency of theory” (2007, p. 10)
in the social sciences. Theoretical frameworks may distort and misconstrue social worlds

when they dominate thought and permanently dictate the direction of analysis. In other
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words, there is a danger that a chosen theoretical framework may not actually represent the
phenomena under investigation and in an effort to ‘fit’ findings into a particular theory,

interpretation may not reflect the context and meaning represented in the data.

Clark et al. (1998) suggest that the critique and deconstruction of special education in terms
of its underlying social processes has been the concern of inquiry within the post-positivist
paradigm. While this is deemed reputable and necessary, there are a number of issues which
arise as a result of this. The first is the assumption that special education is a socially
constructed phenomenon. This implies that the function of critique is to deconstruct special
education until it no longer exists. Attempts to deconstruct the special education knowledge
tradition are seen as necessary in order to reconstruct it in a way that avoids its unintentional
negative consequences (Skrtic, 1995). Among these negative consequences, Skrtic includes
theories of human pathology and organizational rationality which underpinned discourse and
practice in special education in the latter half of the twentieth century. The second issue
identified by Clark et al. (1998) is the assumption that the values of inclusion, equity and
participation become the lens through which special education is critiqued, regardless of the

mode of enquiry.

The problem arises in relation to the issue of values. While values, such as rights, equality,
justice and participation need to be considered, they are not unproblematic especially when
tensions arise. Clark et al. refer to the complexities of educational values, highlighting the
fact that educational systems are charged with realising multiple values which may result in
contradictions and tensions. Equity, for example, as a value, may be seen to contradict the
right of the child to educational provision based on individual needs. Stone (2002) also

highlights the difficulties surrounding the notion of equity, and uses this term to denote
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distributions regarded as fair, even though inequalities may be necessary to ensure fairness,
or distributive justice. Clark et al. (1998) stress the need to acknowledge that the values of
equity and inclusion have to be realised in ways which are imperfect and often contradictory.
Understanding how this process is realised must be done through a lens which acknowledges
the complexity of the field of special education, the historical forces which have helped shape
it and the power structures involved in its production. Therefore, the theoretical lens through
which interpretation and analysis should occur is one which recognises the dilemmas and
tensions within special education and its complexity. Any discussion, or analysis of issues
relating to inclusion, must identify the values on which it is based and recognise the

dilemmas and tensions which arise when these values appear to contradict each other.

2.4 Dilemmas of difference

Norwich (2002) presents a case for a dilemmatic perspective of educational provision
for children with SEN, which recognises the links and tensions between social and individual
values and models. Norwich argues that, due to these tensions or dilemmas, there can be no
coherent set of values, or ideological purity, which justifies policy and practice at all levels in
education. Tension arises between the educational values of meeting individual needs and
promoting inclusion for all. Just as Clark et al. argue for an alternative framework, Norwich
criticises the “false opposition of individual and social models” (2002, p. 494) and proposes a
perspective which acknowledges that SEN cannot be conceptualised without consideration of
how institutions and society respond to, and accommodate, diversity. This is not to suggest
that these perspectives cannot contribute to the analysis of the field of special education,
rather it recognises that they do so at different levels of analysis. The social values
underpinning policy may be socially constructed and analysis at this level may be guided by

the underlying assumptions of a social constructionist perspective. However, analysis of



22

educational provision must also include recognition of individual needs and differences
which are based on the interaction between within-child and environmental factors (Norwich
& Kelly, 2005). What is required then, is a theoretical framework which recognises the
dilemmas posed by ambiguous values underpinning special education provision and which
provides a lens that embraces “the complex and recursive relationships between multiple and
competing values and the complex contexts within which they may or may not be realised”
(Clark et al., 1998, p. 171). This framework is constructed, in this study, within the broader

context of an interpretive paradigm.

The theoretical framework chosen as a set of thinking tools for this study is one which
attempts to acknowledge the need to address the complexities of special education at different
levels of analysis. The theoretical framework endeavours to incorporate analysis at macro and
micro levels. Macro level analysis examines findings in the context of the dilemmatic
perspective outlined by Norwich (2002). This perspective is concerned with issues in special
education as ideological dilemmas. Micro level analysis uses a model of policy frameworks
which allows analysis of the complexities, referred to by Clark et ah, to take place, with
particular focus on the “workings of power in special needs education” (1998, p.171). These
complexities focus on how policy problems and issues are resolved at a pragmatic level, by

whom and for whose benefit.

2.4.1 Macro-level analysis

The conflicting ideological perspectives, outlined in this chapter, which have led to
“dilemmas of difference” (Norwich, 2002, p. 496) in special educational provision act as a
framework for analysis at macro-level in this study. According to Norwich, the social values

which shape educational provision include the values of equity, individuality and power-
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sharing. Difference may be conceptualised in positive or negative terms. In negative terms, it
may be perceived as representing lower status, or value, which leads to inequality in the way
people are treated. Viewed positively, difference represents a recognition and celebration of
individuality. Recognising difference in the context of special education means
acknowledging individual needs and the need for educational provision to meet these needs,
which may differ from regular provision. Not recognising difference may lead to inadequate
educational provision. This is where the tension lies between values of inclusion and

individuality. These tensions are highlighted when one perspective dominates over others.

Norwich (1993) identifies four areas which are relevant to the social values of equality,
individuality and power-sharing as the basis for analysis of dilemmas of difference in special
education. These areas include curriculum, identification, parent-professional influences and
placement. Curriculum includes questions about commonality and difference in relation to
what children should learn. If a common curriculum, in terms of learning content, is offered
to all pupils, are these learning experiences relevant to those with SEN? This issue reflects a
more general tension between equality and pluralism. Identification includes issues such as
assessment, labelling and categorisation. Norwich (1993) suggests that this issue represents a
tension between recognising individuality and maintaining respect for the person. Parent-
professional influences include issues which reflect the tension between choice and power,
provider and user interests. Finally, placement refers to issues about where children should

learn and with whom. This issue reflects tensions around segregation and inclusion.

These four areas are addressed in this study in relation to special schools for pupils with
MGLD. The concept of dilemmas of difference provides a framework for analysis of the

perspectives of parents, pupils, principals and teachers on the issue of transfer of pupils from
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mainstream to special schools for pupils with MGLD. Norwich (2008a) describes policy and
practice as “the attempted resolutions to these dilemmas, which can turn out to be unstable”
(p. 27). This dilemmatic perspective provides a framework which embraces the history and
complexities of special education at an ideological level. However, at a more pragmatic
level, resolution of policy tensions are also determined by how problems are defined (Riddell,
2002) and various interest groups, with often competing discourses, will endeavour to
influence the construction of policies. Analysis at a micro-level examines these issues in the

Irish context in terms of how they influence policy for pupils with MGLD at the level of

practice.

2.4.2 Micro-level analysis

Analysis at micro-level in this study focuses on policy in special education and how
competing policy models, or frameworks, impact on provision for those with SEN. Policy
frameworks are also useful tools for analysis of the balance of power in the production of
policy in special education. This includes analysis of how policy implementation is subject to
power held by different stakeholders, at different times. Analysis of policy is based on Kirp’s
(1982), and more recently Riddell’s (2002), model of administrative justice, as illustrated in
Table 1.

Table 1: Six Normative Models ofAdministrative Justice

Model Mode of Legitimating Mode of Characteristic ~ remedy
decision-making  goal accountability for user
Bureaucracy Applying rules Accuracy Hierarchical Administrative review
Professionalism  Applying Public Service Interpersonal Second opinion: complaint
knowledge to professional body
Legality Argument Fairness Independent Appeal to court
Managerialism  Managerial Efficiency Performance sanctions
autonomy measures
Consumerism Active Satisfaction Charters Voice/compensation
participation
Markets Price mechanism Private sector- Commercial exit
profit/Public viability

Source: Riddell (2002)

sector —efficiency



Table 1 illustrates different policy models, or frameworks, which compete to achieve
dominance in special education. Policy frameworks reflect policy choices, or responses to
policy problems (Kirp, 1982). A policy framework is characterised by specific forms of
decision-making, legitimizing goals, nature of accountability and characteristic remedy for
the user (Riddell, 2002). A bureaucratic policy framework reflects a concern for consistency
and internal accountability, whereas a professional policy framework reflects a view that
policy problems are best settled by recourse to professional expertise. A legal policy
framework is concerned with equity and rights, and provides dissatisfied users with recourse
to appeal through the courts. Managerialism reflects an attempt to achieve greater efficiency
and value for money from public services, while consumerism allows for a greater
contribution and participation for the public in terms of policy formation. Marketization is a
policy model based on the belief that market forces should determine the viability of services.
Policy frameworks often coexist and conflict with each other as few policy problems are
defined in terms of one or other framework (Kirp, 1982). Kirp maintains that these
frameworks are not merely descriptive; they represent alternative values such as equality,
rights, fairness and expertise. Conflict occurs when coexisting frameworks represent different

values and this is reflected in policy development in the area of special education in Ireland.

A professional policy framework dominated special educational provision for the latter half
of the 20th century. Professionals, particularly the medical and psychological professions,
dominated in the decision-making process. Decisions in relation to the assessment,
identification and placement of those with SEN were the preserve of these professionals and
their influence did, and continues to, wield considerable power. However, following the
Education Act (Government of lreland, 1998), a rights-based policy of inclusion was

advocated, resulting in a power-shift in terms of decision-making and practice in special



education. An entitlement for all to education, which is enshrined in legislation, has resulted
in greater numbers of children with disabilities seeking access to mainstream schools. A
system of resource allocation by categorisation was an attempt to ensure equity in provision
and, as such, bureaucratic and legal policy frameworks dominated in the decision-making
process. However, the absence of specific legislation regarding the entitlement of pupils with
SEN led to the emergence of a stronger bureaucratic framework whereby resource allocation
was determined by category of SEN rather than individual needs. A reliance on professionals,
usually psychologists, to provide this categorisation resulted in the coexistence of

bureaucratic and professional frameworks.

Legislation regarding entitlement for pupils with SEN came in the form of the EPSEN Act
(Government of Ireland, 2004) which enshrined in law the rights of those with SEN to be
educated in an inclusive environment with peers who did not have such needs. This framed
the concept of inclusion firmly in the context of location, that location being the mainstream
school. The EPSEN Act gave legal entitlement to parents, as consumers, to be involved in the
decision making process and provided them with an appeals procedure which was an effort to
empower them. However, failure to fully enact this legislation meant that the legal policy
framework which it represents has been severely weakened. Professional and bureaucratic
frameworks continue to dominate in special education. The introduction of the GAM in
primary schools, as a system of resource allocation, has resulted in the increased
professionalization of special education with regard to policy for pupils with MGLD. As
resource allocation is no longer based on categorisation for this group, the consistency which
is a characteristic feature of a bureaucratic framework no longer applies. Resource allocation
is determined by professionals, mainly teachers, for these pupils in mainstream primary

schools.
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While bureaucratic, professional and legal frameworks have predominately featured with
regard to policy in SEN, more recently a managerial framework has come to the fore with the
demand for efficiency and value for money in the public service. The recent reduction in
number of special classes for pupils with MGLD is an example of the power of this type of
framework. Where the service being provided is deemed to be ineffective, or no longer
economically viable, then that service may be withdrawn. The dominance of any particular
framework is a highly political activity where proponents of different frameworks are in
competition with each other (Riddell, 2002). The importance of the distinctions between
frameworks is that they determine what will be provided, by whom, and on what terms.
Choices amongst frameworks “embody choices about the allocation of power” (Kirp, 1982,

p. 139). They embody conceptions of policy in special education.

2.5 Summary

Theoretical perspectives with regard to special education were outlined in this
chapter. The experiences of parents, principals, teachers and pupils are analysed, in this
study, using both ideological and pragmatic levels of analysis which acknowledge the
complexity of special educational provision, not only in terms of the historical forces and
power struggles which have shaped it, but also in terms of the policy frameworks which
interact to determine the outcome of these struggles. Four areas are identified by Norwich
(1993) as the basis for analysis of dilemmas of difference in special education. These include
curriculum, identification, placement and parent-professional influences. The theoretical
perspective which acts as a lens for analysis is situated within a broader conceptual
framework underpinned by the interpretive paradigm which is central to this study. Figure 1

illustrates this conceptual framework.
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Figure 1: conceptual Framework

Interpretive Paradigm

Relativist ontology
Subjectivist epistemology
Naturalistic methods

Curriculum

) Identification
Macro-level analysis

Policy as resolution of Parent - professional
dilemmas of difference influences
Placement
Micro-level analysis Professional
Policy as determined by Bureaucratic

competing frameworks Legal

Managerialism
Consumerism

Marketisation

Figure 1 illustrates a conceptual framework, underpinned by the basic assumptions of the
interpretive approach, which guides this study in terms of theory, methods and analysis.
These assumptions include a relativist ontology, a subjectivist epistemology and a naturalistic
set of methodological procedures. Interpretation and analysis is conducted at both macro and
micro-levels which represent ideological and pragmatic perspectives on dilemmas within the

field of special education.

2.6 Conclusion

The theoretical lens for analysis of findings in this study was outlined in this chapter.
A broad conceptual framework was constructed which illustrates the relationship between the
interpretive paradigm, theoretical perspectives at both an ideological and a pragmatic levels

of analysis, and the identified research problem. Chapter 3 presents a review of the literature.
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Chapter 3: Literature Review

3.1 Introduction

The aim of this study was to investigate factors which influenced the transfer of a
cohort of pupils with MGLD from mainstream schools to special schools for pupils with
MGLD. This chapter presents a review of the literature on educational provision for pupils
with MGLD, drawing on a wide range of studies conducted in an international and Irish
context. While this literature review draws attention to research on educational provision in
mainstream and special schools, the intention is not to develop an argument for or against
either form of provision, but to highlight issues pertaining to inclusion and inclusive practice
across both sectors. Slee (2008) is critical of what he describes as “academic skirmishes” (p.
100) which involve arguments between traditional special education and inclusive education.
Slee argues that the problem, in the context of inclusion, is not with the special school but
with the co-dependence of mainstream and special school systems in the concealment of
failure. In other words, both forms of provision are struggling with the implementation of a
policy of inclusion as more pupils are presenting with a greater complexity and diversity of
needs. Lindsay (2007) argues that inclusion should not be conceptualised as the opposite of
segregation and highlights the lack of a research base for inclusive education to support
whether it is a preferable approach in terms of educational outcomes. Therefore any policy
that stipulates that pupils with SEN should be facilitated in mainstream schools is a values-
based rather than empirically-based position. In the previous chapter, a theoretical framework
based on a concept of dilemmas of difference was outlined. The following section attempts to
situate this study within current international debates on inclusion and special educational

provision.
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3.2 Inclusion and dilemmas of difference - setting the context

Based on the values of human rights and social justice, a philosophy of inclusion
underpins educational provision for pupils with SEN in many countries (Winter and O’Raw,
2010). Recent legislation in the Irish context, including the EPSEN Act (2004), enshrines in
law the right of pupils with SEN to be educated in an inclusive environment with those who
do not have such needs. Inclusion in Ireland is, therefore, firmly linked to placement in a
mainstream school. However, in their analysis of debates with regard to inclusion, Kavale
and Fomess (2000) argue that the emphasis on special education as a place deflects attention
away from the fact that special education is a more comprehensive process whose dynamics
are major contributors to its success or failure. In other words, a system of special education
cannot act independently, as a separate system, but must formulate policy in response to the
attitudes, perceptions and behaviours of general education. These attitudes include those of
teachers, principals, pupils and parents in mainstream schools and classes towards inclusion

of pupils with SEN.

Inclusion has also been described as a process, rather than in terms of a particular location.
For example, the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation
(UNESCO) define inclusion as “a process of addressing and responding to the diversity of
needs of all learners” (2005, p.13). Inclusion is thus concerned with responding to the needs
of all learners rather than any particular group. This raises questions in relation to the nature
and purpose of special education particularly where it is seen as a parallel, or separate, system
of education to that provided to pupils without SEN. Thomas and Loxley (2007) assert that
one of the most enduring features of special education is the construction and management of

difference. By identifying a group of pupils as special they are afforded a new identity within
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the school system. This may be viewed positively as recognising difference, or diversity, is

part of the underlying philosophy of inclusion.

However, there have been many criticisms of special education as a means of accommodating
the diversity of learners, including those with disabilities (Skrtic, 1995; Slee, 2008;
Tomlinson, 1982). Florian (2007) also questions the legitimacy of special education and
suggests that the idea of special education as a separate system to that which is provided to
the majority has been challenged by an understanding of inclusion as accommodating all
learners within one education system. She argues that special education can never be
considered a good thing as long as it remains focused on difference. Assumptions about
difference and normality interact in ways which reproduce dilemmas of access and equity. As
a result, special education reinforces the exclusionary practices of the general education

system.

While recognising difference may be considered necessary if the individual needs of learners
are to be met, Artiles (1998), in his discussion of overrepresentation of minority groups in
special education in the US, also argues that the way difference is treated raises complex
dilemmas. Artiles refers to the work of Minow (1990) to support his argument, as Minow
suggests that dilemmas of difference exist because of the link between difference and
abnormality, or stigma. The centrality of dilemmas of difference to special educational
provision is also recognised by Nilhom (2007) who argues that dilemmas will arise as a result
of the contradiction between the provision of something similar to all children at the same

time as individual differences are taken into account.
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These issues form the basis of Norwich’s (2008) study of international perspectives on
dilemmas of difference, inclusion and disability. Norwich argues that the basic dilemma is
whether to recognise and respond to differences, as there are negative implications associated
with stigma and devaluation. His study focuses on dilemmas of difference in three related
areas including identification, curriculum and placement. Educationalists from three
countries, including the US, UK and the Netherlands participated in his study. While the US
and UK are identified as having continuum-oriented systems of special educational provision,
the Netherlands was chosen as it operated a two-track system of separate or general
educational provision for pupils with SEN. Participants in Norwich’s study were asked
whether or not they recognised dilemmas in the three areas outlined. The findings indicate
that the majority of participants in all three countries recognised dilemmas in all three areas.
The theoretical framework outlined in Chapter 2 of the current study draws on the different
understandings of the complexity of inclusion reflected in the literature internationally, and in

particular, on the concept of dilemmas of difference as a lens for analysis.

The structure of this literature review follows the areas, identified as part of the theoretical
framework, as relevant to the social values of equality, individuality and power-sharing.
These include issues relating to identification and categorization of MGLD, placement,
curriculum and finally, parent-professional influences (Norwich, 1993). Each of these areas
represents a dilemma in terms of policy and practice in the field of special education and in
terms of educational provision for pupils with MGLD. The final section in this chapter
presents a review of literature, which is central to the focus of this study, on the transfer of

pupils from mainstream to special schools for pupils with MGLD.
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3.3 Mild General Learning Disabilities - identification and categorization

The World Health Organisation (WHO, 1996) provides a clinical description and set
of diagnostic guidelines for MGLD. It describes MGLD in terms of a delay in understanding
and use of language and states that difficulties usually manifest themselves in academic
school work, with many having particular problems in reading and writing. The diagnostic
guidelines indicate an approximate 1Q range of 50 to 69 which is similar to that identified in
the SERC Report (DES, 1993). The SERC Report defined MGLD as significantly below-
average ability in general intellectual functioning and impairment in adaptive behaviour
which manifests itself in “delayed conceptual development, slow speech and language
development, limited ability to abstract and generalise, limited attention span and poor
retention ability” (1993, p. 118). It is important to note that there are differences in
terminology used to describe pupils with MGLD in Ireland and the UK. W hile pupils with 1Q
scores within the range of 50 to 69 in Ireland are categorised as having MGLD, in the UK,
pupils with 1Q scores within the range of 55 to 70 are described as having moderate learning
difficulties (MLD). Because of similarities in 1Q range, comparisons can be drawn despite
differences in terminology. Fletcher-Campbell (2005) cautions against relying on 1Q scores
as the sole identifying criterion, as children within this category have unique individual

profiles and may have other special educational needs (SEN).

3.3.1 Mild General Learning Disabilities and additional needs

According to the WHO (1996) diagnostic guidelines, associated conditions such as
autism, other developmental disorders, epilepsy, conduct disorders, or physical disabilities
are found in varying proportion amongst those with MGLD. Male (1996), in a study of pupil
characteristics in special schools for pupils with MGLD in England, found that all schools

surveyed considered that at least some of their pupils had SEN that were additional to
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MGLD. The additional needs most frequently reported were language and communication
difficulties (LCD) and social, emotional and behavioural difficulties (SEBD). Similarly,
Norwich and Kelly (2005), in a later study of pupils with MGLD in mainstream and special
schools in one local education authority (LEA) in England, found that pupils in special
schools were recorded as having more additional areas of difficulty. 75% of pupils with
MGLD and no additional area of difficulty were in mainstream schools, whereas 71% of
those with MGLD and two other areas of difficulty were in special schools. Additional areas
of difficulty cited included LCD, SEBD, motor and sensory difficulties. Similarly, in Ireland,
a report on the role of special schools and special classes (Ware et al.,, 2009) found that
special schools for pupils with MGLD were catering for a considerable number of pupils with
two or more disabilities categorised as low incidence. This finding lends support to the views
expressed by teachers in Stevens and O’Moore's (2009) longitudinal study of educational
provision for pupils with MGLD in Ireland. They found that more than half of teachers in
special schools for pupils with MGLD reported that their pupils had SEBD. Although there
were fewer reported behavioural difficulties amongst pupils with MGLD in mainstream
schools, learning support and resource teachers reported an increase in behavioural
difficulties from 2004 to 2007. Primary schools for boys were considered to have the greatest
number of pupils with SEBD. Whether these perceptions were based on the teachers’ own
judgements, or whether the pupils in question had assessments stating that they had a SEBD,

is not clear in Stevens and O’Moore’s study.

Perceptions based on teacher judgements may lack consistency from one context to another
in the absence of criteria on which to base these judgements. The identification of SEBD as
an additional need is problematic in the sense that behaviours perceived as difficult can vary

from school to school (Thomas, 2005). The DES (2005a) categorizes emotional disturbance



and/or behaviour problems as a low incidence disability. Pupils in this category are defined as
“being treated by a psychiatrist or psychologist for such conditions as neurosis, childhood
psychosis, hyperactivity, attention deficit disorder, attention deficit hyperactivity disorders
and conduct disorders that are significantly impairing their socialisation and/or learning in
school” (2005a, p. 17). The last part of this definition is particularly problematic as
“inappropriate or immature personal behaviour”, “poor adaptive behaviour” and “emotional
disturbance” are all identified as features of MGLD in the SERC Report (DES, 1993, p. 118).
There is some overlap in terms of behaviours associated with the categories of SEBD and
MGLD, which may make it difficult to ascertain the extent to which the problem behaviours
are characteristic of one, or both, categories. SEBD has been identified as an additional need
particularly associated with pupils in special schools for pupils with MGLD (Kelly &
Norwich, 2005; Male, 1996). Kelly, Carey and McCarthy (2004) found that challenging
behaviour presented a significant problem in Irish special schools. Their study indicated a
prevalence of 29% of pupils enrolled in special schools for pupils with intellectual
disabilities, with the majority of those identified being male pupils. Kelly et al. developed a
matrix of challenging behaviour types in order to categorise the incidence, prevalence and
severity of particular types of challenging behaviour which helps ensure consistency and

reliability in terms of identification across all schools involved in that study.

It is evident from the literature addressed thus far that additional needs are common in
relation to pupils with MGLD and this may pose a challenge to teachers in terms of
identification of the profile of needs, and understanding of the interrelationship of different
sources of difficulty. These sources include the interrelationship between social,
environmental and innate factors. This challenge has been highlighted by Cooper and Jacobs

(2011) in their review of best practice models and outcomes in the education of pupils with
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emotional disturbance/behavioural difficulties and they recommend the adoption of a bio-
psychosocial framework to preserve a balance between valuing the importance of within-

child and environmental factors in relation to SEBD.

3.3.2 Mild GeneralLearning Disabilities and socioeconomic status

There is evidence to suggest that one of the predominant features of the MGLD
category is that many pupils come from families of low socioeconomic status (Norwich &
Kelly, 2005). This claim has been supported by the findings of other studies in the UK and
US. Male (1996) found evidence of an over-representation of pupils from backgrounds of low
socioeconomic status in her study of special schools for pupils with MGLD in the UK. In a
comparison of over-representation in special education in the US and UK, Dyson and
Kozleski (2008) found evidence of over-representation of African-American pupils in certain
categories of special education in the US, most notably MGLD and SEBD. In the UK,
reference was made to the over-representation of Traveller children and Black Caribbean
children in the same categories. It has been suggested that this phenomenon provides
evidence of the way special education serves to reproduce existing social systems (Thomas &
Loxley, 2007). This view was endorsed by Tomlinson (1982), who linked MGLD with issues
of social control and dominance and described special education as a means of perpetuating
discrimination and control of those who do not possess the cultural capital necessary to
benefit from the education system. Tomlinson argued that the MGLD category was nothing
more than a mechanism for removing troublesome children from the mainstream system. The
extent to which pupils from low socioeconomic status backgrounds Eire over-represented in
Irish special schools for pupils with MGLD is not clear. Stevens and O’Moore (2009)
highlight the fact that special schools do not have designated disadvantaged status. However,

they found that, by 2007, 69% of primary schools with special classes for pupils with MGLD
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were classed as disadvantaged. This raises questions about the extent to which pupils from
low socioeconomic status backgrounds are represented in the MGLD category and suggests

that further research in this area may be warranted.

3.3.3 Thepurpose ofMild General Learning Disabilities as a category

The lack of agreement in relation to a clear definition of MGLD has led some
commentators to question its future. Male (1996) suggested that a lack of clarity about what
constitutes MGLD could render these schools vulnerable in a climate of increasing inclusion
of children with SEN in mainstream schools. Questions about the validity of this category
have also been raised by Norwich and Kelly (2005), who identify two key features which
impact on the identification and description of MGLD. The first is the contentious nature of
the category which stems from uncertainty about the extent to which this is an intellectual
disability, or is attributable to socioeconomic factors. The second relates to disagreement over
whether it should be defined in terms of 1Q or difficulties in learning. Norwich and Kelly
maintain that in order to justify a category, it is necessary to show that those categorised
benefit educationally from additional, or different, provision than that which is provided to
those who are not categorised. However, there is no evidence to support the existence of
specialist teaching methodologies, or distinctive curricula, which are specific to this category
and, Norwich and Kelly argue, this raises doubts about the validity of this general category.
Similarly, Fletcher-Campbell (2005) suggests that the lack of a specific pedagogy for MGLD
raises questions in relation to the future of this category. According to Norwich and Kelly,
the only possible justification could be in terms of compensatory additional resource
allocation. Categorization may also be deemed necessary where it determines eligibility for
legal protection in terms of entitlement to specific types of educational provision (Ho, 2004).

However, categorization of pupils as having a MGLD also raises issues of identification of
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difference. Where recognition of difference may lead to stigmatisation, not recognising
difference may result in individual needs being overlooked. The purpose of categorization of
pupils as having a MGLD requires further analysis within the context of Irish policy and

legislation in the area of SEN.

3.3.4 Summary

In summary, a review of the literature in relation to the identification and
categorization of pupils with MGLD suggests that pupils within this category often present
with varied and complex needs. Categorization of pupils with MGLD based on 1Q measures
has been criticised, as pupils in this category are not a homogenous group and the additional
needs experienced by many pupils are not recognised using this method. In the absence of
evidence to support the need for a specific pedagogy in relation to pupils with MGLD,
Norwich and Kelly (2005) argue that the only possible justification for categorization is
where this is linked to legal entitlement or to the distribution of resources. When this is
necessary, there is a tension or dilemma in relation to the identification of difference as
categorization may lead to stigmatization. Questions about the purpose of categorization of
pupils with MGLD in an Irish context were raised. There is also some evidence to suggest
that pupils with MGLD in special schools are more likely to have additional needs than their
mainstream counterparts and SEBD has been identified as prevalent among pupils in this
category in special schools. Over-representation of pupils of low socioeconomic status has
also been identified in this category leading to the suggestion that the process of
categorization only serves to perpetuate the social discrimination experienced by these pupils.
Differences in the profile of pupils with MGLD attending mainstream and special schools are

deemed to be central to the focus of the current study.
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3.4 Inclusion of pupils with Mild General Learning Disabilities - issues of placement
The SERC Report (DES, 1993) recommended a continuum of provision for pupils
with SEN and this has remained government policy to date. The continuum ranges from full-
time placement in mainstream classes with additional supports, to full-time placement in a
special school. While there has been some criticism of efforts to facilitate the inclusion of
pupils with SEN in mainstream schools (McDonnell, 2003; Shevlin, Kenny & Loxley, 2008),
Stevens and O’Moore’s (2009) study highlights some improvements, especially in terms of
financial investment between 1989 and 2007. However, they suggest that significant
problems exist in relation to policy, practice, training, supports and data-gathering and these
findings have been supported by those of other studies (e.g., O’Gorman and Drudy, 2010;
Shevlin, et ah, 2008). Stevens and O''Moore suggest that levels of inclusion have deteriorated
over the period since 1989, as special schools have become increasingly isolated from
mainstream schools. This sense of isolation was previously highlighted by McCarthy and
Kenny (2006) in their study of issues facing special schools in Ireland. One of the
consequences of a policy of inclusion has been a decrease in enrolment of pupils in special

schools for pupils with MGLD.

3.4.1 Profile ofpupils inspecial schoolsforpupils with Mild General Learning
Disabilities
The number of pupils attending special schools in Ireland decreased from 8,572 to
6,619 between 1989 and 2008 (Stevens & O’Moore, 2009). However, while the overall
number of pupils attending special schools has decreased, there has been an increase in the
number of pupils aged 12 and over enrolling in special schools. This trend has been

highlighted by Ware et al. (2009), who found that the age profile of pupils in special schools
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for pupils with MGLD was weighted towards pupils aged 12 and over. Table 3.1 illustrates

the age range of pupils in these schools.

Table 2; Age range ofpupils in special schoolsfor pupils with MGLD
Age band 3+ and under 4-8 9-12 13-15 16-18 19+ and over

Number of pupils 4 200 473 690 634 1
Source: Ware et al., 2009, p. 120.

Table 2 illustrates that a total of 673 pupils between the ages of four and twelve, and 1335
pupils aged 13 and over, were attending special schools for pupils with MGLD at the time of
this study. These figures suggest that a large number of pupils attending special schools for
pupils with MGLD in Ireland transferred from mainstream schools between the ages of nine
and fifteen. The report also found diversity in the range of needs of pupils attending these
schools. Of the 28 schools that participated in the survey, only 1,828 pupils out of 2,336
attending were reported as having MGLD as their primary disability. This report provides
clear evidence that the majority of pupils with MGLD who leave mainstream to transfer to a
special school do so at the upper end of primary or at the early stages of their post-primary
education. While these figures do not provide an indication of the reason for transfer, it
would seem that factors influencing the decision to transfer manifest themselves during this

period of pupils’ education and this phenomenon is at the heart of the current study.

The change in profile of pupils attending special schools has been observed in other countries
where policy advocates the inclusion of pupils with SEN in mainstream schools. Head and
Piirie (2007), for example, in their survey of the impact of a presumption of mainstreaming
on special schools in Scotland, report that respondents from special schools attributed
decreased enrolment to the impact of an inclusion policy. Their survey indicates a perceived

increase in the range and complexity of conditions catered for in special schools, similar to
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the Irish context, with particular reference to autism spectrum disorders and challenging
behaviours. There is also statistical evidence to suggest that the majority of pupils attending
special schools in Scotland are of secondary school age. These findings, together with the
findings of literature outlined in the previous section on the complexity of needs experienced
by pupils with MGLD, suggest that a trend has developed whereby older pupils with
complex, or additional, needs are transferring from mainstream to special schools for pupils
with MGLD. As previously stated, this phenomenon is the subject of investigation in the
current study and literature in relation to the transfer of pupils from mainstream to special

schools is further discussed later in this chapter.

3.4.2 Educationalprovision in mainstream schools

Not all pupils with MGLD attend special schools. Given that there are more pupils in
this category than any other SEN group, the majority attend mainstream primary and post-
primary schools. Stevens and O’ Moore (2009) report that, by 2007, 64% of pupils with
MGLD were enrolled in mainstream classes in Ireland, with 27% in special classes and just
9% in special schools. Their findings are supported by Ware et al.’s (2009) survey which
found that out of 304 primary schools with one or more special classes, 211 were designated
special classes for pupils with MGLD. Once again there is evidence that these classes are
catering for a diversity of needs but not to the same extent as the special schools surveyed. In
2009, the DES announced its decision to reduce the number of special classes for pupils with
MGLD due to insufficient numbers of pupils to warrant their retention and the introduction,
in 2005, of the GAM for pupils with high incidence disabilities, including MGLD (DES,
2009). The decision to reduce the number of special classes received some criticism at the
time (Travers, 2009) based on the perceived role of these classes as part of the continuum of

provision recommended in the SERC Report (DES, 1993). There was also criticism of the
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decision to include MGLD as a high-incidence disability (Stevens & O’Moore, 2009)
whereby support was to be allocated from existing resources in the schools rather than
additional support being provided based on category of need. This criticism was based on the
view that the largest sector of the special needs population was no longer allocated resource
hours, no longer required psychological assessment and was placed within a new model that

did not have guidelines relating specifically to MGLD.

In their study of the role of special schools and classes in Ireland, Ware et al. (2009) found
evidence of support amongst parents, teachers and principals for the future role of special
classes as part of a continuum of provision. Educational and social inclusion were identified
as advantages of special classes as pupils could attend mainstream schools in their local areas
and interact with their peers in mainstream classes. Concerns were also raised about the
capacity of the GAM and resource teacher service to meet the needs of pupils with MGLD
and Ware et al. (2009) recommend that both models of provision should be evaluated before

any reduction in special class provision is implemented.

3.4.3 lIssues ofplacement in the contextofapolicy ofinclusion

Issues of placement of pupils with MGLD highlight difficulties in relation to the
process of inclusion, with specific reference to inclusive practice. ldentifying or defining
inclusive practice presents with difficulties, particularly in an Irish context, due to the lack of
research in this area (Shevlin, Kenny & Loxley, 2008). Policy and recent legislation has been
based on the right of pupils with SEN to access and participate in mainstream schools. The
underlying assumption that the mainstream school is the desired location in terms of
inclusion has been challenged, particularly in the absence of empirical evidence to support

this claim. For example, Ware et al. (2009) recommend that, as special schools are catering
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for the needs of pupils with complex needs, they “should be enabled to continue to do so in
the absence of evidence that Irish mainstream schools could provide a better education for
these students” (p. 182). This raises questions about provision for pupils who have MGLD
and additional needs in mainstream schools, particularly in relation to the reasons why these
pupils leave mainstream schools and transfer to special schools. This question is addressed in
the current study, not only in relation to reasons for transfer, but also in terms of the

perceived differences, if any, in educational provision for pupils with MGLD in both settings.

Lindsay’s (2007) review of research conducted from 2000 to 2005 on the effectiveness of
inclusion indicated that results were only marginally positive. Given the range of research
methods, variations in types of disabilities and age ranges of pupils involved in the studies
reviewed, Lindsay identifies a lack of a firm research base to support the effectiveness of
inclusion in terms of outcomes or processes for implementation. These findings suggest that a
policy of inclusion is values-based rather than evidence-based. This has particular relevance
to the current study as the theoretical framework is based on the assumption that values
underpinning special education such as equity, justice and participation create tensions, or
dilemmas, when these values appear to contradict one another and this dilemmatic
perspective (Norwich, 1993; 2008a) acts as a lens for analysis of findings in the current

study.

A number of studies have investigated educational provision in mainstream and special
schools in relation to the inclusion of pupils with SEN from the perspectives of different
stakeholders including pupils, teachers and parents. For example, in their study of special
education provision in Ireland, Shevlin et al.,, (2008) found that participants (including

advocacy groups, principals, teachers and support personnel in primary and special schools)
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conceptualised inclusion mainly in terms of social inclusion. Benefits of inclusion to pupils in
mainstream schools were perceived as including increased self-esteem and a greater sense of
belonging to the local community. However, the extent to which pupils with MGLD
experience this sense of belonging in mainstream schools is questionable and a number of
studies have addressed the issue of social inclusion of pupils with SEN in mainstream and
special schools. Among these, Allan and Brown’s (2001) study on special schools and
inclusion in the UK included pupils from two special schools for pupils with MGLD and one
school for pupils with severe and complex needs. The pupils’ accounts of their special school
experiences suggested a perception of inclusion that, not only viewed the school as part of the
community to which they belonged, but also as instrumental in preparing them for lifelong
inclusion. Allan and Brown argue that a broader definition of inclusion, as belonging to a
community rather than placement in a particular school setting, is required and caution policy
makers against simplistic claims that mainstream schools promote social inclusion without

specifying system changes that should take place in order to realise this ideal.

Experiences of social isolation of pupils with SEN in mainstream schools have been
documented. A number of studies across different countries have found that children with
SEN are more likely to experience social difficulties and greater loneliness than their peers in
mainstream schools (e.g., Cambra & Silvestre, 2003; Pijl, Frostad & Flem, 2008). There is
some evidence in the literature which suggests that having a SEN causes social difficulties for
pupils in mainstream and special schools. Cooney, Jahoda and Knott (2006) carried out a
study of perceived stigma amongst pupils with mild to moderate general learning disabilities
(GLD) in mainstream post-primary and special schools in the UK. They found that both
groups of participants reported experiences of stigmatized treatment outside of school, with

name-calling being the most frequently reported experience. While pupils in special schools
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did not report frequent experiences of this nature in school, ridicule or exclusion by non-
disabled peers was the most common experience reported by pupils in mainstream schools.
These findings suggest that special schools help to shelter pupils from stigmatization in
school but not outside, while mainstream pupils with SEN experience stigmatization in both
contexts and to a higher degree in the school setting. These findings raise questions about the

social inclusion of pupils with SEN in mainstream schools.

3.4.4 Summary

The issue of placement has been identified by Norwich (2008a) as highlighting a
particular tension, or dilemma, in special education. The tension exists between two values,
namely educational provision to meet individual needs and the inclusion of all pupils in
mainstream schools. Policy which promotes inclusion of all children in the context of
mainstream placement is a values-based one. There is evidence that special schools in Ireland
are catering for pupils with complex needs which raises questions about the inclusion of
pupils with complex learning needs in mainstream schools. The social inclusion of pupils
with SEN in mainstream schools is also an issue worthy of further investigation in light o f the
evidence of studies which indicate that these pupils are more likely to experience social
difficulties than their mainstream peers. The extent to which these factors may contribute to
the transfer of pupils with MGLD from mainstream to special schools is explored in the

current study.

3.5 Curriculum and pedagogy
The perceived lack of a curriculum which is appropriate to the needs of pupils with
MGLD has been cited as a key factor in terms of parents’ dissatisfaction with mainstream

provision in Ireland (NFVB, 2006). At present, pupils attending mainstream primary schools



are offered the Primary Curriculum (Government of Ireland, 1999) and teachers are
encouraged to differentiate, where necessary, to meet the learning needs of all pupils. Special
schools, while catering for pupils up to the age of 1S, are officially designated as primary
schools. While special schools provide vocational training programmes and, in some cases,
post-primary curricula, including Junior certificate and Leaving Certificate Applied (LCA)
programmes, only large schools can organize classes according to the age of pupils, and there
can be great variations in levels of functioning amongst pupils in any given class (National

Council for Curriculum and Assessment [NCCA], 1999).

3.5.1 Curriculum issues atprimary level

A review of the curriculum at primary level has identified concerns about curriculum
overload amongst teachers working in mainstream primary schools. The NCCA (2010a), in
its document Curriculum Overload in Primary Schools, identifies three inter-related factors
which have contributed to this phenomenon including the physical size of the primary school
curriculum in terms of documentation, its expansion in recent years and the busy schools and
classrooms which are the site of its implementation. The NCCA also refer to a lack of
practical support in the implementation stage of the primary curriculum, particularly with
regard to the use of different teaching and learning resources and strategies for
differentiation. There is some criticism of the structure of the primary curriculum which is
presented in the form of a separate book for each curriculum area (NCCA, 2010a). Although
curriculum integration is advocated, there are few indications of how this is to be done in the
guidelines issued to schools. The presentation of curriculum as discrete subjects serves to
compound difficulties experienced by pupils with MGLD in terms of access to, and
participation in, the curriculum. Low levels of achievement in the areas of literacy and

numeracy have also been identified, and have become an area of concern, with regard to
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curriculum at primary level. A recent report by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development [OECD] (2010) found that pupil performance in reading and mathematics
had declined in Ireland during the period 2000 to 2009, indicating that difficulties in the areas
of literacy and mathematics are not specific to pupils identified as having SEN. In its
examination of some of the factors which contribute towards successful schools, where
success was measured in terms of above average performance and equitable distribution of
learning outcomes regardless of socioeconomic backgrounds, the report suggests that raising
teacher quality is a more effective route to improved pupil outcomes than creating smaller
classes. This recommendation is supported by the findings of a number of UK studies on the
effects of class size on achievement (e.g., Blatchford, Bassett, Goldstein & Martin, 2003;
lacovou, 2002) which highlight the importance of quality teaching, especially in the early
years of schooling and suggested that any beneficial effects of smaller classes can only be
realised when other factors related to pedagogy and classroom management are adapted to
meet the needs of pupils. The curricular issues identified here are not just issues of content,
but of pedagogy, and the importance of teacher quality is central to this issue. Potential
differences in relation to pedagogies employed by teachers in mainstream primary and special
schools are explored in the current study. Literature in relation to pedagogy and teacher

knowledge in the area of SEN is addressed later in this chapter.

3.5.2 Post-primary curriculum provision

A NCCA consultation document on the junior cycle stage of post-primary education
described the curriculum as rigid, with an emphasis on subject-based learning (NCCA,
2010b). This rigidity is compounded by the assessment structure, namely the Junior
Certificate examination. Some pupils have access to a more flexible mediation of the Junior

Certificate which is called the Junior Certificate School Programme (JCSP). The JCSP was
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introduced in 1996 and was aimed at pupils regarded as being at-risk of early school leaving.
W hile offering a more flexible and individualised approach, it is not an alternative curriculum
and pupils are still required to take the Junior Certificate examination on completion of the
programme. However, the JCSP is only available to post-primary schools with a designated
disadvantaged status. The Junior Certificate is currently the single, recognised award
available in mainstream post-primary schools at the end of the junior cycle. The assessment
structure is identified by the NCCA (2010b) as a barrier to the achievement of a qualification
for some students with SEN in mainstream schools. It is acknowledged that some of these
students will have a greater chance of achieving a qualification in special schools where
alternative programmes are offered. Many special schools offer a range of post-primary level
programmes. Ware et al. (2009) report that out of 28 special schools for pupils with MGLD,
18 offered pupils the opportunity to achieve a qualification through Further Education and
Training Awards Council (FETAC) accredited programmes. 15 of the schools offered the
Junior Certificate and a further eight offered the JCSP. The number of schools offering a
range of programmes was not specified although the report does state that is likely that a

restricted range of programmes is on offer in any individual school.

What is significant in relation to these findings is that educational outcomes for some pupils
with MGLD may be more successful in special schools, where outcomes are measured in
terms of achieving a qualification, and this is due to alternative curricular provision to that
which is currently available in mainstream post-primary schools at junior cycle. The
importance of appropriate curricular provision to the post-school outcomes of pupils with
MGLD has been highlighted. Hornby and Kidd (2001) conducted a small-scale study of a
group of 24 adults with MGLD ten years after they had transferred from special schools into

mainstream schools in the UK. The majority of participants were unemployed, with only
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three participants in fulltime employment, at the time of the study. Most of the participants
who had been in employment at some stage since leaving school had been involved in work
experience programmes either at school or in college. Hornby and Kidd conclude that, while
pupils with MGLD should be educated on the same site as their peers and be socially
integrated, this was subject to the availability of suitable curricula and teachers with the
specialist training necessary to teach pupils effectively. A vocationally-oriented curriculum is
viewed as most appropriate in terms of preparation for adulthood and social independence,
and the role of special schools in providing intensive work experience schemes is seen as
vital to future employment opportunities for pupils with MGLD. Homby and Kidd (2001)
guestion why mainstream schools cannot deliver a suitable vocational curriculum and work
experience schemes for these pupils. This is a particularly relevant issue in terms of the

curriculum difficulties highlighted at post-primary level in Ireland.

3.5.3 Access to the curriculum forpupils with Mild General Learning Disabilities

Efforts have been made to facilitate greater access to the curriculum for pupils with
SEN in mainstream schools at both primary and post-primary level. The Guidelines for
Teachers ofStudents with Mild General Learning Difficulties (NCCA, 2007) were published
following a consultation process with partners in education, including teachers and parents.
These guidelines offer advice to teachers in special, mainstream primary and post-primary
schools on planning and teaching approaches to enable teachers to develop curriculum
experiences for students with disabilities “that are broad, balanced, relevant, differentiated,
progressive and continuous” (NCCA, 2007, p. 3). However, in its subsequent discussion
paper, Junior Cycle Curriculum Frameworkfor students with General Learning Disabilities
(NCCA, 2009), the NCCA expresses the view that some pupils with mild to moderate GLD

would never access the mainstream junior cycle curriculum. A recommendation was made
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for the development of a curriculum that would help post-primary and special schools in
designing learning programmes to meet the needs of these pupils and a suggestion was made
that a new qualification should be established at a level lower than that of the Junior
Certificate programme. Priority would be given to developing the personal, social and
vocational skills required for adult living and lifelong learning. The NCCA recommend a
personalised approach based on the learning needs of the individual. Special schools are
identified by the NCCA as being “well-placed to support the degree of flexibility proposed”
(2009, p. 8) while the structure and organisation of mainstream post-primary schools are
viewed as supporting the needs of groups of students rather than individuals. The implication
here is that the rigidity of structures in post-primary schools make it difficult to cater for the
individual learning needs of some pupils and that there is much more flexibility in the way

the curriculum is structured, or adapted, to meet individual needs in special schools.

W hile there is little research-based evidence in relation to the differences between curriculum
design, or adaptation, to meet individual needs in post-primary or special schools, Smyth’s
(2009) longitudinal study of junior cycle education does offer some support for the view
expressed by the NCCA. Smyth’s study of 12 schools found that practices such as streaming
in post-primary schools contribute to low achievement levels amongst pupils in lower stream
classes and that both teachers and pupils hold low expectations of achievement of pupils in
these classes. The study also indicates that the Junior Certificate examination has a very
strong influence on the nature of teaching and learning in post-primary schools and that by
third-year, the focus has narrowed to preparation for the examination. These findings shed
some light on the difficulties experienced by pupils with MGLD in accessing the curriculum

in post-primary schools and these issues are explored further in the current study in order to
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identify potential factors which influence the transfer of pupils from mainstream to special

schools for pupils with MGLD.

3.5.4 Curriculum reform atjunior cycle level

Smyth’s (2009) findings highlight the tension between policy and practice in relation
to inclusion, especially when measured in terms of access to curricula. Difficulties
experienced by pupils with the curriculum in the early years of post-primary are not confined
to pupils with SEN, as the NCCA (2010b) highlight the finding that, in the first year of post-
primary school, most students make no progress in reading and mathematics and others drift
backwards. Smyth’s study of the experiences of students in their first year of junior cycle
found that all students experienced some discontinuity and disruption, with some having
enduring problems, in the transition to post-primary school. The NCCA recommend that this
stage of education should be more focussed on the experience and quality of learning rather
than on subjects and examinations. It is envisaged that a new Framework for Junior Cycle
(NCCA, 2010b) will be developed in consultation with key stakeholders including teachers,
parents and pupils. This Framework will be designed to provide schools with a greater role in

planning, monitoring and reviewing their curricula.

What is clear from the various reviews and reports addressed here is that some pupils with
MGLD are struggling to access the curriculum, particularly at post-primary level, and that the
structure and content of the curriculum makes it difficult for teachers to facilitate greater
access for these pupils. The proposed reform ofthe junior cycle is based on recognition of the
need to address issues such as these and to construct a new curriculum framework that leads
to greater equity and inclusion. However, issues relating to curriculum, at primary and post-

primary levels, cannot be addressed without regard to pedagogy.
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3.5.5 Pedagogyforpupils with Mild General Learning Disabilities

Wedell (2008) defines pedagogy as representing the interaction between the learner
and the teacher with respect to curricular aims and objectives. A review of pedagogic
approaches by Lewis and Norwich (2001) found no evidence to support a distinct MGLD
pedagogy. However, the absence of evidence does not mean that all pupils should be taught
the same content in the same way and at the same time. Lewis and Norwich concluded that,
although there is no specific MGLD pedagogy, common pedagogic principles apply, but with
greater density depending on individual needs. The challenge for the class teacher lies in
providing the pupil with MGLD the opportunities to learn as a member of a class group while
also meeting the individual needs of the learner. Lewis and Norwich (2001) conceptualise
this challenge as valuing inclusion and valuing the individual. They argue that inclusive
teaching involves some degree of adaptation for individual variations while acknowledging
that additional support may be required to supplement class teaching either in, or outside of
general lessons. However, there is evidence to suggest that many teachers experience
difficulties adapting and differentiating the curriculum to meet the needs of learners with

SEN (Travers et al., 2010).

In an evaluation of curriculum implementation in 86 primary schools, the DES (2005b)
identified the need for more effective approaches to differentiation in the area of literacy and
serious concern was expressed in relation to over-dependence on workbook activities. The
evaluation presents evidence that just over half of class teachers differentiated learning tasks
for pupils of varying abilities in mathematics. The evaluation also found that teacher-talk and
an over-emphasis on didactic methodologies persist, as well as an over-reliance on the use of
a single textbook as a teaching resource. The NCCA (2010a) also addresses this issue in its

review of curriculum overload in schools and identifies two reasons for the over reliance of
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teachers on textbooks in primary schools. The first is that teachers reported finding textbooks
more helpful than curriculum guidelines in planning for teaching and the second is teachers’
perception of parental expectations that textbooks should be completed. These findings
suggest pedagogical approaches employed in some mainstream classrooms do little to
facilitate the learning of pupils with MGLD and they are significant in the context of the

current study in relation to the factors influencing the transfer of pupils to special schools.

3.5.6 Teacher education andprofessional development

The importance of teacher education to the development of positive attitudes towards
the inclusion of pupils with SEN in mainstream schools has been well documented in the
literature internationally. Attitudes towards inclusion were found to be influenced by the
nature of pupils’ learning disabilities in Avramidis and Norwich’s (2002) review of
international literature on teacher attitudes towards inclusion. Their review highlights
evidence of negative attitudes towards the inclusion of pupils with severe learning disabilities
and behavioural difficulties. Based on these findings, Avramidis and Norwich recommend
the provision of extensive opportunities for teacher education in the area of inclusion during
initial teacher education (ITE) and as part of teachers’ continuing professional development
(CPD).
The pivotal role played by teachers in determining the success or failure of policies of
inclusion cannot be underestimated. In a study of the concerns of teachers with regard to the
inclusion of pupils with SEN in Western Australia, Forlin, Keen and Barrett (2008) found
that pupil behaviour and perceptions of professional competency were the two major causes
of concern for teachers in mainstream classes. These findings are echoed by those of
Avramidis and Kalyva (2007), in their survey of Greek teachers’ attitudes towards inclusion.

Positive attitudes towards inclusion were found to be dependent on the severity of pupils’
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learning disabilities and the availability of extra resources. Again, the findings of this study
highlight the importance of teacher education to the development of positive attitudes.
Avramidis and Kalyva (2007) argue that teachers require support through the provision of
CPD in order for attitudes to change. In their analysis of the nature of CPD provided for
teachers in Greece, Avramidis and Kalyva found that teachers who had undertaken long-term
courses as part of their CPD held more positive attitudes that those who had undertaken
short-term courses. One of they key recommendations from their study is that professional
development courses should include critical reflection on the nature of inclusion as well as
consideration of pedagogic issues. This view is echoed by Florian and Rouse (2009) and
Florian and Lrnklater (2010) who argue for the development of programmes of teacher
education which are based on the assumption that difference is central to human
development. A pedagogy that is inclusive of all learners is thus one that “is based on the
principles of teaching and learning that reject deficit views of difference and deterministic
beliefs about ability but sees difference as part of the human condition” (Florian & Rouse,

2009, p. 599)

Irish studies of teachers' perceptions of their ability to meet the learning needs of pupils with
SEN in mainstream classes highlight similar issues to those identified in the literature
internationally. These issues include teachers’ perceptions of a lack of knowledge and
experience in the area of SEN. Shevlin, Kenny and Loxley (2008) report a perception
amongst parents and advocacy groups of a resistance amongst teachers to the inclusion
process due to a lack of knowledge and experience in this area. Class teachers concurred that
they lacked knowledge and information about pupils with SEN and, worryingly, schools
reported that the majority of resource teachers had no formal training in this area. Similarly,
in a survey of special schools and classes, Ware et al. (2009) found that, out of the 988

teachers working in 83 special schools, only 27.6% held a special education qualification at
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diploma level which is recognised for payment of an allowance by the DES. Only 50% of
primary schools had at least one teacher with adiploma in either special education or learning
support in one or more of their special classes. Out of 400 teachers surveyed who were
working in special classes in post-primary schools, 235 had an SEN qualification at diploma
level or higher. Although not the focus of the current study, the reasons why teachers do not
undertake further training in the area of SEN merits further investigation.

The importance of professional development for teachers in promoting inclusion has also
been well documented in the Irish literature. Gash’s (2006) study of beginning teachers’
experiences of working with pupils with MGLD in Ireland found that these teachers had
difficulties differentiating the curriculum as well as coping with pupils who presented with
behaviour problems. A study of the professional development requirements of resource and
learning support teachers in primary and post-primary schools found that training with regard
to the implementation of IEPs is the area of professional development most sought after by
teachers in both sectors (O’Gorman and Drudy, 2010). Teachers also identified training needs
in relation to types of disabilities and learning difficulties. A study of teachers’ efficacy
beliefs for including pupils with SEN in Irish mainstream primary schools (O’Donnell, 2009),
found that over half of teachers surveyed were not aware of the NCCA’s (2007) guidelines
for teachers of pupils with MGLD, while just half stated that they were aware of the
requirements of the EPSEN Act (2004). These findings raise questions about the capacity of
teachers in mainstream and special schools to meet the learning needs of pupils with MGLD

and highlight the need for CPD in this area.

3.5.7 Policy and change in mainstream schools
Legislation, namely the EPSEN Act (2004), protects the right of children to be

educated with their peers and is underpinned by values of equality and acceptance of



diversity. However, as Lewis and Norwich (2001) suggest, teaching involves working with
groups of learners and inclusive practice requires a balancing of learning together and
meeting individual needs. If this is to be achieved, professional development, at both pre-
service and in-service levels, will be required. It is evident that, if inclusion is to be
successful for pupils with MGLD in mainstream schools, teachers need to be supported in the
acquisition and application of pedagogical approaches which provide pupils with the
opportunities to learn as members of a class group and which meet the needs of individual
learners. As stated earlier in this chapter, pedagogy and teacher quality are central to
inclusion and these issues are further explored in the current study in the context of

educational provision for pupils with MGLD in mainstream and special schools.

3.5.8 Summary

Issues relating to curriculum and pedagogy represent one of the dilemmas of
difference highlighted by Norwich (2008a) in relation to tensions that exist between equality
and individualisation. The tension exists between efforts to recognize and meet individual
needs while endeavouring to ensure equality of access and participation in the context of a
common curriculum. However, ensuring equality of access and participation for pupils with
MGLD, particularly at post-primary level, has been hampered by rigidity and inflexibility
with regard to curriculum content, structure and assessment. At primary and post-primary
levels, difficulties experienced by teachers in the differentiation and adaptation of the
curriculum have been identified. The implications of these issues as factors influencing the
transfer of pupils from mainstream to special schools for pupils with MGLD are explored in
the current study. The literature on parental perspectives on educational provision for pupils

with MGLD is reviewed in the following section.
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3.5 Parental perspectives on educational provision in mainstream and special schools

A review of the literature on parental attitudes towards special education (de Boer,
Pijl & Minnaert, 2010) includes studies of parents of typically developing pupils and parents
of pupils with SEN. Only studies that contained empirical data and a standardised
measurement to examine parental attitudes were selected for review. The ten studies
considered eligible represent a wide range of countries although six are US-based studies.
The review found that, while parents had positive attitudes towards inclusive education,
parents of pupils with SEN tended to be undecided in their attitude towards inclusion and
were less likely to favour inclusion for their own children. The review also found that parents
of pupils with SEN had concerns about inclusive practices including social isolation, lack of
teacher education and a lack of supports and resources in mainstream schools. Interestingly,
parents of typically developing pupils were more positive towards the inclusion of pupils
with SEN and identified social benefits as a positive outcome of inclusion for their children.
The review identifies a number of variables which influence attitudes including
socioeconomic status, level of education, experiences of inclusion and type of disability.
Parents of high socioeconomic status and high levels of education held more positive
attitudes and, in relation to disability type, parents were least positive about the inclusion of
pupils with behaviour problems and cognitive disabilities. The importance of social
development of children with disabilities has been highlighted in a number of studies on
parental attitudes. In a study of special educational provision in Ireland, Shevlin, Kenny and
Loxley (2008) found that all participants from parents/advocacy associations and staff in
primary schools placed a high value on socialisation skills that were developed in mainstream
schools and there was strong agreement that inclusion in mainstream schools promoted these
skills and enabled children to develop relationships with their peers. The types of SEN

experienced by the children of parents included in the study are not specified but
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significantly, the issue of transfer to special schools is raised. This transfer is said to take
place when social inclusion in mainstream schools has not been successful despite the hopes
of parents in this regard. Reasons for this lack of success are described as including class
teachers’ lack of knowledge about how to meet the needs of pupils with SEN, inconsistencies
in collaborative relationships between class and support teachers, over-dependency of pupils
on SNAs and a lack of support for parents in understanding the educational implications of a
disability or SEN. These studies indicate that parents view inclusion in terms of social
benefits and, although parents of pupils with SEN may desire social inclusion for their
children, when choosing placement, perceptions of the quality and level of supports available
tend to outweigh the perceived social benefits of mainstream placement. These findings are
particularly relevant in relation to the current study which aims to explore factors influencing

the decision to transfer pupils with MGLD from mainstream to special schools.

Runswick-Cole’s (2008) study of parental attitudes towards inclusion in mainstream schools
in England found that parents held complex and conflicting views about inclusion, as some of
those interviewed were wholly committed to mainstream school while others believed that
the special school was most suitable to meet the needs of their children. This study is unique
in that all of the 24 parents who took part had registered appeals with the Special Educational
Needs and Disability Tribunal (SENDisT). As advocates for their children, these parents had
strong views in relation to inclusion in mainstream schools. Runswick-Cole (2008) uses a
social model of analysis to interpret perspectives stating that “parents who choose inclusive
schooling engage with a model of disability that focuses on the need to remove barriers to
children’s learning, and on their acceptance within mainstream settings” (p. 177). According
to Runswick-Cole, these parents viewed education as a pathway to an inclusive experience of

adult life and were sceptical about professional judgements, relying instead on their own
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knowledge of their children. With regard to parents who transferred their children from
mainstream to special schools, Runswick-Cole suggests that this decision was not necessarily
driven by a change of ideology but was rather a response to their children’s experiences of
exclusion in mainstream schools. Exclusion is explained in terms of barriers to participation
including lack of resources, inflexible teaching styles and attitude to difference. With regard
to parents whose first choice for their children was a special school, Runswick-Cole suggests
that these parents were more likely to use medicalised discourses which focused on within-
child factors, and were more likely to value professional judgements. However, in a critique
of her own analysis, Runswick-Cole (2008) acknowledges that parental choices may be more
driven by pragmatism than ideology. This was the finding of Frederickson, Dunsmuir, Lang
and Monsen (2004), in their study of parents, pupils and teachers perspectives on partnerships
between mainstream and special schools. They found that parents evaluated inclusion in
terms of specific benefits for their children, rather than its merits on political or ideological
grounds. Runswick-Cole’s study is particularly relevant, not just in relation to parental
attitudes towards inclusion, but also because it also illustrates the importance of the
relationship between parents and professionals in the decision-making processes regarding
the educational placement of pupils with SEN. Those parents who transferred their children
to special schools were considered more likely to value professional judgement than those
who were strongly in favour of mainstream placement. The parent-professional relationship
forms part of the theoretical framework outlined in the current study and is an issue that is

addressed in greater depth later in this section.

3.6.1 Parents "views on special educationalprovision in Ireland
Parental attitudes to, and experiences of, local and national special educational

services in Ireland were the focus of a survey conducted by Armstrong, Kane, O’Sullivan and
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Kelly (2010). The views of parents of pupils with SEN, who were in receipt of support from
the NCSE, were sought. They found that almost 90% of parents indicated that their children
attended the “right type of schools” (2010, p.4) and this was based on a perception that the
teachers had an understanding of their children’s needs. 20% of parents reported difficulties
in finding placement for their children and this was related to the nature of the children’s
SEN. Parents of pupils in special schools reported more difficulty in finding placements.
Supports received for pupils with SEN included resource, or learning support teaching and
SNA support. The process of applying for supports and resources was found to be the aspect
of SEN provision which caused parents most dissatisfaction. Parents of pupils in primary and
special school settings tended to be more positive about the supports received than those in
post-primary schools particularly with regard to the level of knowledge of SEN teachers and
the curriculum offered. Many parents referred to support received by SNAs and, while
parents were generally positive about the role of SNASs, there were concerns raised about the
future deployment of SNAs and fear of further reductions in resources based on economic
uncertainty. Although this survey provides valuable information on the experiences of parents
of pupils with SEN, it is limited in that only parents of pupils who were allocated support by
the NCSE were included in the study. As MGLD is considered a high-incidence learning
disability by the DES (DES, 2005), support for these pupils is determined by individual
schools at primary level as part of the GAM and, consequently, resources are no longer
allocated as a result of application to the NCSE. The views of parents of pupils with MGLD
who have not been allocated support by the NCSE are thus not represented in Armstrong et
al.’s (2010) study. Further investigation of the views of parents of pupils receiving support

through the GAM is warranted as part of an evaluation of this model.



61

3.6.2 Access to mainstream schools

Armstrong et al.’s finding that a substantial minority of parents had difficulty gaining
access to a mainstream school is supported by findings from other studies. Flatman Watson
(2004) conducted a survey on access involving parents of pupils with GLD in Dublin and
Kildare. Her study found that 54% had experienced negative outcomes, with two-thirds
having experienced multiple refusals. In these cases, parents were most often advised to seek
placement for their children elsewhere. In relation to information on educational provision,
70% of parents disagreed that information was readily available to them while just over half
of respondents agreed that assessment personnel were helpful in supporting access to parents’
choice of educational setting. While the absence of information impacted negatively on
parents’ ability to make decisions about placement, the survey indicates that the greater
majority of parents had high aspirations for their children and wanted the best education
possible to enable their children to reach their full potential. It is notable that only parents of
pupils whose learning disabilities were identified prior to enrolment in a primary school were
included in this study. As highlighted earlier in this chapter, difficulties associated with
MGLD are more likely to manifest themselves in the context of accessing a school
curriculum than those of other GLDs (Fletcher-Campbell, 2005) and consequently some
parents of pupils with MGLD may not have been eligible for inclusion in Flatman Watson’s

(2004) study.

Statistical information from the NCSE concerning appeals submitted in relation to access
provides evidence that some pupils with SEN experience difficulties gaining access to
mainstream schools. Under Section 29 of the Education Act (Government of Ireland, 1998)
parents may appeal a decision taken by a school not to enrol a pupil. A report by the NCSE

(2009) indicated that in 2009, it had provided information to the Appeals Committee in



relation to approximately 95 cases involving children with diagnosed SEN. hi 30% of these
cases, the appeal was withdrawn by parents. In 35% of cases the appeal was not upheld while
in 18% of cases the appeal was upheld. In 17% of cases a facilitator or local resolution
applied. These findings in relation to access are particularly relevant given the increase in the
number of pupils aged 12 and over enrolling in special schools (Stevens & O’Moore, 2009).
The extent to which difficulty experienced in gaining access to mainstream schools is a factor
in parents’ decision to transfer their children from mainstream to special schools for pupils
with MGLD warrants further investigation. The balance of power in the parent-professional
relationship with regard to decision-making is also an issue worthy of further investigation,
particularly where views conflict about the most appropriate placement for pupils. These
guestions are addressed in the current study in relation to the reason pupils transfer from

mainstream to special schools for pupils with MGLD.

3.6.3 Parent-professional relationships

Fylling and Sandvin (1999) suggest that parents’ role in special education can be
conceptualised as that of client or implementer. As a client, teachers tend to see parents as
part of their child’s problem whereas in the role of implementer, parents are given some
responsibility in terms of the aims set out by the school without influencing how things are
done. Parents of pupils with emotional and behavioural problems are deemed more likely to
assume the role of client. Both roles confer the balance of power on the professional and
Fylling and Sandvin argue that this is due to the stigma attached to special education which
restrains parents from forming collective resistance. Special education is perceived as
different from ordinary education as it usually requires more specialized knowledge and
involves different professionals, especially in the assessment process. Professionals are thus

perceived as experts and outcomes of assessments become the “indisputable facts” (1999, p.
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154). Allan (1996) suggests that pupils with SEN are constructed as objects of power and
knowledge by professionals as they are objects of scrutiny within schools. Allan bases this
assertion on a Foucouldian perspective, the basic premise of which is that the professional
gaze, or surveillance, constructs individuals as both subjects and objects of knowledge and

power (Foucault, 1982).

Armstrong (1995) suggests that parents are often perceived by professionals to be responsible
for their children’s difficulties at school and this is a similar to the view espoused by Croll
and Moses (1985), who argue that teachers have a repertoire of explanations for children’s
difficulties which centre on the psychological characteristics of the child and the social
characteristics of the parents, without acknowledging the potential contribution of schools
and teachers to these problems. Armstrong et al. (2010) found that the relationship between
parents and schools played a central role in parents’ attitudes and experiences of special
education services. Tensions, or difficulties in this relationship are identified in Shevlin et
al.’s (2008) study which found evidence of a lack of trust in school-parent relationships
which, they suggested, may be influenced by parental perceptions that the education system
is dominated by a medical model of thinking. Their study found a perception amongst
advocacy groups that schools reacted defensively to empowered parents and tended to see

them as a threat rather than as an asset.

In his study of dilemmas in special education, Norwich (1993) included parent-professional
influences as a dilemma in terms of whether, and how, parents and professionals shared
power relating to decisions about pupils with SEN. Educators from the US and England
participated in the study and the results indicated that there was no perceived dilemma, as

participants from both countries suggested that parental contributions were welcomed. In a



64

subsequent study, (Norwich, 2008a), Norwich identifies tensions in only three areas, namely
identification, curriculum and placement of pupils with SEN. However, the studies reviewed
in this section provide evidence that a dilemma exists with regard to parent-professional
influences where the balance of power is weighted in favour of professionals in decision-
making process. This is particularly relevant in the context of the current study as the role of
parents, pupils and professionals in the decision to transfer a pupil from a mainstream to a

special school for pupils with MGLD is investigated.

3.6.4 Summary

The 1998 Education Act (Government of Ireland, 1998) refers to the right of parents
to send their children to a school of the parents’ choice and the 2004 EPSEN Act
(Government of Ireland, 2004), confers on parents the right to what it describes as “greater
involvement in the education of their children” (2004, p. 5). The legislation represented a
move towards a legal policy framework bestowing rights on parents which may be
interpreted as confirming their position as consumers in education (Riddell, 2002). The
findings of studies discussed in this section indicate legislation alone does not ensure parental
involvement or participation in decision-making processes. The literature reviewed in
relation to parental involvement and attitudes towards special educational provision would
suggest that a dilemma does exist with regard to the parent-professional relationship. The
models of partnership discussed in this section view the role of parents as that of client, or
implementer, whereby the balance of power is weighted in favour of the professional. In the
current study, the dilemmatic perspective, which forms part of the theoretical framework and
acts as a lens for analysis, includes the parent-professional relationship as a dilemma of
difference with regard to educational provision for pupils with MGLD. The role of parents

and professionals in the decision to transfer pupils from mainstream schools to special
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schools for pupils with MGLD forms the basis for one of the research questions in the current

study. The final section in this chapter addresses the literature on this transfer process.

3.7 Transfer from mainstream to special schools

Much of the literature on the transfer process between sectors refers to transfer from
special schools to mainstream provision, particularly in relation to pupils with MGLD. This
reflects a view, which has been reinforced through policy initiatives such as the GAM (DES,
2005) that, given the appropriate support, pupils with MGLD can be successfully included in
mainstream classrooms. The view that inclusion can be fostered through allocation of
resources has been challenged. Slee (2008) argues that the core business of inclusive
education is the reform of curriculum, pedagogy and assessment and not how resources are to
be allocated. A number of the studies on the transfer of pupils between mainstream and
special schools have focussed on pupils’ experiences of, and perspectives on, educational

provision in both settings.

3.7.1 Pupils’ perspectives on educational provision in mainstream and special

schools

Jacklin’s (1998) study on pupils’ experience of the transfer process between special
and mainstream schools in the UK, explored the perspectives of 15 pupils who had
experience of mainstream and special schooling. The process of transfer encompasses the
whole process of movement from one school to another, beginning with the early stages of
identification that a pupil may need to leave a placement and ending with full-time placement
in the receiving school. Of the group of pupils studied, five had transferred due to emotional
and social difficulties while learning and social difficulties were stated as reasons for two

other pupils. All pupils had a medical condition, or a degree of physical disability, as well as
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varying degrees of emotional, behavioural and learning difficulties. All pupils identified
differences between mainstream and special schools, particularly regarding organisational
features, teachers and teaching styles, and friends and friendship groups. The most important
issue identified from the pupils’ perspective was that of friendships, including relationships
with peers, building and maintaining friendships and achieving status amongst peer groups.
Seven of the eight pupils who transferred from mainstream referred to feelings of isolation

from their peers in their mainstream settings and felt more included in the special school.

Pupils’ perspectives on their relationships with peers in special schools are the focus of a
small-scale exploratory study carried out in one school for pupils with MGLD in London by
Norwich (1997). His study explores the perspectives of adolescents with MGLD on their
experiences of special schools, and their self-perceptions, in order to identify whether these
perspectives reflected a tension between positive and negative consequences. Norwich was
referring to the tension that exists between pupils’ need and desire for additional support and
the potential for stigmatisation of those attending special schools. The majority of pupils
interviewed indicated that special schools were for those who could not read or write and for
those with learning difficulties. In describing their personal feelings about attending a special
school, most positive responses related to quality of teaching and curriculum, while most
negative responses related to bullying or teasing, both within and outside the school
environment. The majority of pupils reported that the special school helped pupils with
literacy difficulties or with learning difficulties in general. However, few had confidence of
this type of support being available in a mainstream post-primary school. With respect to the
tension between availing of educational provision in special schools and stigmatisation,
Norwich (1997) argues that the findings were consistent with “the assumption of a balance

between positive learning benefits and negative aspects of teasing and devaluation” (p. 49).
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In a later study, Norwich and Kelly (2005) explored the perspective of pupils with MGLD,
aged between ten and fourteen, from mainstream and special schools on positive and negative
aspects of educational provision in mainstream and special schools. In this study, 74% of
pupils in special schools had previously attended mainstream schools and so, were able to
comment on both forms of provision. Some of these pupils expressed the view that there was
greater support from learning support assistants in special schools than had been available to
them in mainstream schools. Others reported experiences of isolation in mainstream schools
or bullying from their mainstream peers. There were mixed views expressed in relation to
teachers in mainstream schools, with some pupils suggesting that teachers did not seem to
understand their learning difficulties. However, there were also some positive experiences of
mainstream schools reported, including more opportunities to pursue hobbies in larger
schools. One of the most interesting findings from this study is that boys of post-primary age
in special schools were more dissatisfied with being in their present school than any other
group of pupils in mainstream or special schools. Furthermore, boys of post-primary age in
mainstream schools, who expressed dissatisfaction with elements of their educational
provision, still preferred remaining in a mainstream school. These findings are significant to
the Irish context particularly when considered in light of the fact that the majority of pupils

attending special schools for MGLD are boys of post-primary age.

3.7.2 Reasonsfor transfer ofpupilsfrom mainstream to special schools in Ireland

A recent Irish study on the reasons pupils transfer from mainstream to special schools
(Kelly & Devitt, 2010), identifies reasons for the prevalence of transfer amongst pupils over
the age of 12. The study consisted of two phases. Phase one included a survey of principals in
54 special schools in Ireland and phase two consisted of interviews with parents, pupils and

teachers in special schools. Ofthe 54 schools involved in phase one of the study, the largest
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groups represented included 17 special schools for pupils with MGLD, 18 special schools for
pupils with moderate GLD and seven special schools for pupils experiencing emotional
disturbance. Ofthe ten schools which participated in phase two of the study, five were special
schools for pupils with MGLD, two were special schools for pupils with moderate GLD and

special schools for pupils with physical disabilities, hearing impairment and emotional
disturbance were also represented. The results of their survey indicate an increase in the
number of pupils transferring to special schools between 2004 and 2009. In special schools
for pupils with MGLD, the results indicate a 75% increase in the number of pupils enrolling
from mainstream schools during this five year period. Overall, 90-95% of pupils in special
schools for pupils with MGLD and moderate GLD transfer between the ages of 12 and 15.
The study found a variety of reasons for the transfer of pupils to special schools including
academic, social, emotional, behavioural and, to a lesser extent, physical or health-related
needs. The results of the survey indicate that 90% of pupils who transferred from mainstream
primary schools to special schools for pupils with MGLD did so for academic reasons and
74% did so for social reasons. Similarly, 91% who transferred from post-primary schools did
so for academic reasons while 57% did so for social reasons. However, 62% of those who
transferred at this stage did so for emotional and behavioural reasons. Academic reasons
included the number of subjects in the post-primary curriculum, lack of emphasis on life
skills, class size and over-reliance on SNA support. Social and behavioural reasons included
social exclusion and pupils’ awareness of their own difficulties in mainstream schools.
Parents expressed dissatisfaction with aspects of support in mainstream schools including
difficulties accessing resources and a perceived lack of teacher knowledge and training in the
area of SEN. The study also investigates parents and pupils perspectives on the decision-
making process regarding placement in the special schools. Their findings indicate mixed

experiences on the part of 13 parents interviewed, with six reporting that mainstream schools
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initiated the transfer process and seven reporting that they made the decision themselves in
consultation with the principals of the special schools. The majority of pupils interviewed
reported that they had talked with their parents about leaving their mainstream school. While
the findings from the survey are presented according to the category of special school,

findings from the interviews relate to all special schools represented.

Although Kelly and Devitt’s (2010) study provides a comprehensive overview of reasons
pupils seek enrolment in special schools, the views of teachers and principals in mainstream
schools were not sought. This raises some issues as the findings are mainly expressed in
terms of difficulties experienced by pupils in mainstream schools. As key stakeholders in
educational provision for pupils with SEN, teachers and principals in mainstream schools are
central to the transfer process and can contribute an insider perspective on the types of
difficulties and challenges experienced by mainstream schools in meeting the learning needs
of these pupils. Frederickson et al. (2004) draw attention to a lack of studies on experiences
of inclusion which obtained multiple stakeholder perspectives, thereby offering limited
opportunities to look at commonalities and differences. The inclusion of multiple
stakeholders is identified as crucial to developing effective communication and collaboration.
This is particularly relevant to the Irish context given the suggestion that special schools are
becoming increasingly isolated from mainstream schools (McCarthy & Kenny, 2006; Stevens
& O’Moore, 2009) and the recommendation for the need to develop links between both
sectors (Ware et al.,, 2009). The current study includes perspectives from key stakeholder

including pupils, parents, principals and teachers in mainstream and special schools.
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3.7.3 Summary

While most of the literature on the transfer process focuses on the transfer from
special to mainstream schools, studies of the transfer of pupils from mainstream to special
schools identify academic, social, emotional and behavioural factors among the reasons for
this phenomenon. Norwich (2008a) highlights the tension, or dilemma, which exists for
pupils attending special schools between the desire for additional support and the potential
for stigmatisation which may result. A recent Irish study, (Kelly & Devitt, 2010), of the
transfer of pupils over the age of 12 from mainstream to special schools indicates a high
percentage of pupils are transferring to special schools for pupils with MGLD between the
ages of 12 and 15. Given the high percentage of pupils transferring to special schools for
pupils with MGLD, further research which focuses on this particular category is warranted.
The views of key stakeholders involved in the transfer process, including teachers and
principal in mainstream schools, are necessary to identify issues which may be common or
different in each sector and to promote greater linkage and collaboration through research.

The current study aims to bridge this gap in the literature.

3.8 Summary and Conclusion

The findings of studies relating to the four areas identified by Norwich (1993; 2008a)
as representing dilemmas in special education were reviewed in this chapter. This structure
was chosen as the dilemmatic perspective forms a central part of the theoretical framework
outlined in the previous chapter. As stated at the outset of this literature review, the aim was
not to present an argument for or against one type of educational provision over another. The
aim was simply to identify issues raised in the literature which were relevant to the dilemmas
of difference in special education identified by Norwich. These issues represent dilemmas at

an ideological level as they relate to the social values underpinning policy but also at a



71

pragmatic level as they influence and reflect efforts to resolve tensions through policy
frameworks. This perspective, which recognizes the ideological dilemmas presented when
policy is based on values of equality and social justice, provides the lens for analysis of the
findings of the current study. These dilemmas relate to issues of identification, placement,

curriculum and pedagogy and the parent-professional relationship.

A review of the literature in relation to the identification of pupils with MGLD highlights a
lack of clarity in relation to the category of MGLD, the prevalence of additional needs
amongst pupils attending special schools and the heterogenous nature of this category.
Literature relevant to the issue of placement indicates a lack of empirical evidence to support
the effectiveness of inclusion in mainstream schools, suggesting that policies supporting
inclusion are values-based rather than empirically-based. A number of studies also highlight
difficulties experienced by pupils in terms of social inclusion in mainstream schools. Reports
and studies relating to curriculum and pedagogy highlight deficiencies, particularly with
regard to curriculum at post-primary level, and the need for curricular reform at this level is
recognised. Despite the lack of evidence to support a specific pedagogy for pupils with
MGLD, there is evidence of difficulties experienced by teachers in adapting and
differentiating the curriculum and a need for training and professional development. Analysis
of the literature in relation to parent-professional relationships indicates that parents hold
positive attitudes towards inclusion but there is evidence of dissatisfaction with regard to
supports and resources available to pupils in mainstream schools. Studies indicate that the
balance of power in the parent-professional relationship tends to be weighted in favour of the
professionals. Finally the literature relating to the transfer of pupils from mainstream to
special schools indicates that academic, social, emotional and behavioural difficulties

experienced by pupils in mainstream schools are factors influencing this process.



This literature review also highlights some gaps and limitations in the research on pupils with
MGLD in Ireland. While there has been an increase in research based on issues relevant to
special educational provision in Ireland in recent years, much of this research addresses SEN
as a broad category rather than focusing on specific groups, or categories, including MGLD.
Wi ith the exception of recently published studies, including Stevens and O’Moore (2009) and
Kelly and Devitt (2010), there has been a dearth of research concerned with issues relating to
educational provision for pupils with MGLD in Ireland (Travers et al., 2011). In light of this,
and other recent policy developments (including the introduction of the GAM), it is necessary
to conduct research which draws attention to the implications of policy for these groups of
pupils. The literature would suggest that recent trends in special education, including the
transfer of pupils from mainstream to special schools, seems to be particularly prevalent in
the case of special schools for MGLD. It is timely, therefore, to conduct research which
focuses on this particular issue with regard to this particular group of pupils. It is also

necessary to include the key stakeholders concerned in this process.

This study investigates factors which influence the transfer of pupils from mainstream
schools to special schools for pupils with MGLD. The views of stakeholders, including
teachers and principals from mainstream primary, post-primary schools and special schools,
parents of pupils with MGLD who transferred from mainstream schools and the pupils

themselves, are represented.
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Chapter 4: Methodology

4.1 Introduction

This study explores factors influencing the transfer of pupils with MGLD from
mainstream schools to special schools for pupils with MGLD. This was undertaken using
gualitative methods of inquiry in an attempt to make sense of, or interpret, this phenomenon
in terms of the meanings attributed to it by the people involved. In order to provide a
rationale for the choice of methodology, and to clearly articulate the Ilink between
methodology and theoretical perspectives which act as analytical lens, this chapter is
structured according to the five phases of qualitative research outlined by Dcnzin and Lincoln
(2005). These include the researcher, interpretive paradigms, strategies of inquiry, data
collection and analysis and finally, the art, practices and politics of interpretation and

evaluation.

4.2 The researcher

Denzin and Lincoln (2005) state that behind these five phases stands the
biographically situated researcher who enters the research process from inside an interpretive
community with its own historical research traditions. A researcher in the field of special
education has to identify the assumptions conveyed through questions asked, language used
and interpretations made, as the story that is told is mediated through the personal values and
experiences of the researcher (Armstrong, Armstrong & Barton, 1998). Echoing this
perspective, Creswell (2003) suggests that the interpretative nature of qualitative research
brings with it a range of strategic, ethical and personal issues. Researchers are obliged to

explicitly identify their biases, values and personal interests in the research topic.



It should be noted, therefore, that personal interest in this area stems from my former role as a
teacher in primary schools and my current professional role as lecturer in the area of special
education. This was conveyed to participants during the consent process. Itis part of my role
as a lecturer in the field of special education to promote inclusive practice in schools. 1 am
not a neutral observer, or entirely objective researcher, due to my experiences as a former
teacher of pupils with MGLD in mainstream and special class settings in primary schools. |
was also known to some participants from this and my present role. This raises a number of
ethical issues, including issues of power relations between the researcher and participant,

which are addressed later in this chapter.

4.3 Interpretive paradigms and perspectives

As outlined in Chapter 2, this qualitative study is informed by an interpretive research
paradigm which draws on elements of the critical hermeneutic tradition in its attempt to give
a voice to participants on their perspectives and experiences of the transfer process between
mainstream and special schools. The underlying assumptions which guide this study include
a relativist ontology, a subjectivist, or transactional epistemology and a naturalistic set of
methodological procedures. The critical hermeneutic tradition holds that there is only
interpretation and that there are no value-free descriptions in qualitative research (Kincheloe
& McClaren, 2003). Norwich (2002) identifies the social values which shape special
educational provision as equity, individuality and power-sharing. The interpretive paradigm
underpinning this study allowed for the construction of a theoretical framework which
highlighted the competing values, tensions and complexities within the field of special
education. Clark, Dyson and Millward (1998) call for a theory that recognises the multiple
forces which shape special education, its complexities and the historical context in which it

has developed. An interpretive approach to analysis, which draws on elements of the critical
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hermeneutic tradition, allows the interpreter to incorporate social and historical dynamics in
the shaping of interpretation. The theoretical framework and methodology are thus linked,
through recognition of the centrality of these historical and social forces, which have shaped

the development of special education provision.

4.4 Strategies of inquiry

A multiple case study design was considered most appropriate given the qualitative
nature of the study and appropriateness of the case study when investigating contextual
conditions which are seen as pertinent to the focus of study. Stake (1995) defines case study
as the study of the particularity and complexity of a single case, the case being a specific,
complex, functioning thing. Four special schools for pupils with MGLD were the subject of
this multiple case study. Each case had its own story to tell and was unique in terms of its
particular context but, in multiple case study design, the interest is in the collection of cases,
or collective case. Each single case was investigated as if it were the only one, as each case
was a complex entity located in its own situation and context. As the aim of this study was to
seek the perspectives of those most closely involved in the process of transfer of pupils to
special schools for pupils with MGLD, the focus was on the special schools as cases rather
than individual pupils. This allowed for the views of a greater number of participants to be
heard than would have been possible otherwise. Parents who did not wish their children to
participate in the study could still take part and parents who were unable, or unwilling, to
participate could still provide consent for their children to take part. More teachers could be
represented in the special schools as the focus was on their experience working with many
pupils, rather than a single pupil. By focusing on the schools as the case, no parent, teacher or
pupil who wished to participate in the study was excluded from doing so. The study was

concerned with giving a voice to the four key groups involved, while recognising the
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importance of the context in which the transfer process took place. The focus on special
schools as cases broadened the scope of the study, as it allowed for an investigation of
commonalities and differences in educational provision for pupils with MGLD between
mainstream and special schools. It also allowed for an examination of the transfer process
with regard to the roles played by all the participants involved in the mainstream and special
school context. For this reason, it was essential that perspectives of teachers and principals in
mainstream and special schools were sought. The use of schools as case studies is not unusual
in research in special education. Humphrey and Lewis (2008) employed a multiple case study
design, which involved four schools, in their investigation of the effectiveness of inclusive
education for students with autistic spectrum disorders in mainstream schools. Mac Nab,
Visser and Daniels (2008) also used this design to identify and examine educational provision

for students aged 14 to 16 years with SEBD at colleges of further education in the UK.

4.4.1 Ethical issues

Conducting research in the area of special education raises a number of ethical issues
and any research should be conducted within a framework of values (Sheehy, 2005). Not
least among these issues is the role played in the research process by those who are the focus
of the study, pupils with MGLD, their parents and their teachers. Hence, it is important to
address the role as researcher in terms of the power relations that exist between researcher
and participant. Bishop (2005) advises the researcher and research participant to reflect on
issues of power by addressing five critical issues to evaluate power relations before and
during the research activity. These issues include initiation, benefits, representation,

legitimation and accountability.
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4.4.1A Initiation
This research was initiated as part of the requirements of a doctorate in education. The

aim of the research was identified as part of this process by me, as researcher, under the
supervision of a team of three supervisors. Permission was sought from an ethics committee
before embarking on data collection. Another issue at the initial stages was that of obtaining
access to pupils with MGLD in special school settings. This was necessary in order to
interview pupils. Parental consent was gained through the schools initially. It was important
that all those who agreed to become involved in the research understood its purpose and
anticipated outcomes. Lewis and Porter (2004) suggest that it is important to provide
opportunities to participants to grant or withhold assent from involvement and that this
consent process should be ongoing. As the research unfolds, participants can express their
views about continued involvement at any stage during the research process. Creswell (2003)
highlights a number of elements which should be made explicit in a consent form. These
include:

* The right to participate voluntarily and the right to withdraw at any time

 The purpose and procedures of the study

 The right to ask questions and obtain copies of results

* The benefits of the study to the participants and schools

e Signatures of participants and researchers agreeing to provisions.

Guided by Creswell, this study employed a rigorous consent processwhereby all
initial contact with participants was made through participating schools which acted as
gatekeepers. All participants were informed, both verbally and in writing, of their right to
withdraw from the process at any stage (Appendices H-P). All participants signed consent
forms outlining that they had been informed of their right to withdraw from the research.

Consent was sought for pupil participants both from their parents and from the pupils
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themselves (Appendices 0-Q). The purpose of the study was explained to pupil participants
verbally and pictorially in the presence of a trusted adult. Pupils were accompanied by a

trusted adult in all interviews.

Informed consent is also an issue when teachers are asked to participate in research that uses
the narrative interview. Indeed, there are a number of ethical considerations in narrative
research, as it involves the formulation of meanings for participants’ narrative expressions,
often in quite different terms than the participants themselves may expect. Participants were
informed that they could have copies of interview transcripts and that they could make any
changes to these transcripts through the addition, amendment or deletion of content. All
participants were given my contact details so that this could be facilitated. Participants were
also informed that they would receive a summary of findings on completion of the research

project.

4.4.1.2 Benefits

Bishop (2005) questions whether participants gain, or are disadvantaged, from the
research process. It was envisaged that the outcomes of this study would benefit all
participants by giving them a voice, as stakeholders who have experience in the transfer of
pupils from mainstream schools to special schools for pupils with MGLD. It was hoped that
the outcomes would highlight the perspectives of principals, teachers, parents and pupils and
inform the wider educational community of these perspectives. Every effort was made to
ensure that no participant was disadvantaged by taking part in this research. No school or
participant was named or identified at any stage in the documenting and reporting of research
outcomes and all participants were informed that information given would be held in
confidence. All recordings and transcripts were kept under lock and key and were accessed

only by me, as researcher. Digital recordings were deleted on completion of the project and
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all other data will be destroyed after a period of ten years, during which time it may be used
for teaching purposes only. This was explained to participants as part of the process of
informed consent. In order to protect the identity of schools and participants, a coding process
was used to report findings. The four special schools selected for this multiple case study
were referred to as cases A, B, C and D. Participants were referred to by code only; for

example, teacher two in a special school in case A was coded as Teacher 2A.

4.4.1.3 Representation

Two key issues which must be addressed when undertaking qualitative research are
those of representation and legitimation (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). Bishop (2005) describes
representation in terms of whether the research constitutes an adequate depiction of a social
reality. This study was designed to include the voices of the key stakeholders involved in the
transfer of pupils from mainstream to special schools for pupils with MGLD. Principals,
teachers, parents and pupils in each of the case study schools participated in this research. In
order to ensure that mainstream schools were not in any way misrepresented, teachers and
principals from mainstream primary and post-primary schools were also included. This was
essential to the integrity of the research process as the research questions included an
examination of participants’ perspectives on educational provision for pupils with MGLD in
mainstream and special schools, in order to identify commonalities and differences in
provision. Obtaining the views of multiple stakeholders provided an opportunity to establish
these differences, which Frederickson et al. (2004) identify as important in promoting
collaboration with regard to perspectives and experiences of inclusion. Teachers and
principals from mainstream schools were included as participants as they were directly
involved in educational provision for pupils with MGLD before they transferred to special

schools and during the transfer process.
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Obtaining the perspectives of pupils was also essential as pupils with MGLD were the focus
of the study. Lewis and Porter (2004) argue that research in the field of special education
should be both inclusive and participatory in nature with an emphasis on research with, rather
than research on, people with learning disabilities. Pupils from each of the four special
schools participated in this study. In order to facilitate pupils in expressing their views on the
reasons they transferred to special schools and on educational provision in mainstream and
special schools, photographs of school activities were used as prompts when required.
Participation of pupils who communicated through sign language was also facilitated through
the presence of an interpreter. Costley (2000) warns of difficulties, including issues of status
and position, in relation to pupils5perception of what the interviewer wants to hear and peer
group pressure. In some cases, particularly with younger or less confident pupils, it may be
more appropriate to interview pupils in small groups. Hence, pupils were interviewed in

small groups of three and no child under the age of 12 participated in this study.

4.4.1.4 Legitimation

Legitimation concerns the authority of a‘'text and how it claims to be accurate, true
and complete (Bishop, 2005). This is a question of epistemology and requires what Denzin
and Lincoln (2005) refer to as “a rethinking of validity, generalizability and reliability”
(p-19). Qualitative approaches use the terms trustworthiness, credibility and transferability
rather than validity or reliability (Creswell, 2007). Triangulation of data sources in this study
was used to establish credibility. Four different groups were represented including principals,
teachers, parents and pupils in each of the special schools. Principals and teachers in
mainstream primary and post-primary schools were also included as data sources. The
process of triangulation occurs during data collection and analysis (Stake, 2006). It involves

discussion with critical insiders and outsiders. The ‘insiders5in this study included the team



81

of supervisors overseeing the research and the ‘outsider’ was a colleague who was not
involved in any way with the data collection but who assisted in checking the coding process

of analysis.

As this was a case study design, there is no claim to generalisability. However, a multiple
case study design is used when the goal is to understand something other than the single case
(Stake, 1995). The involvement of four schools, rather than one, in a multiple case study
design, allows for generalisation across the four individual cases as some comparison is
inevitable (Stake, 2006). The use of multiple cases adds confidence to findings.
Generalisations are made from one case to the next on conceptual, rather than representative,
grounds. Knowledge can be transferred from one case to another and through a process of
naturalistic generalisation based on experience (Stake, 2005). The underlying premise of the
interpretive approach is that knowledge is socially constructed and through the research
process, the researcher assists readers in the construction of knowledge by presenting an
interpretation of a particular phenomenon, which, in this study, was the transfer of pupils
with MGLD from mainstream to special schools. There was an articulated theoretical
framework which underpinned the study and framed the cross-case analysis (Miles &
Huberman, 1994). This framework, which was outlined in Chapter 2, guided interpretation
and analysis in this study. Observations were interpretive and, as well as offering my
interpretations based on the process of analysis, readers have the opportunity to generate their

own interpretations.

4415 Accountability
Accountability is an issue when it comes to responsibility for the evaluation and
dissemination of the research report (Bishop, 2005). Itis an issue of who uses the findings

and for what purpose. The findings were used in this research study which was carried out as
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part of the requirements for the Doctorate in Education programme in St. Patrick’s College,
Drumcondra, Dublin. Findings are to be used in my role as lecturer in the area of SEN on
undergraduate and postgraduate courses in St. Angela’s College, Sligo. It is hoped that the
dissemination of findings from this study will provide participants with the opportunity to
have their experiences and perspectives on educational provision for pupils with MGLD

heard amongst the wider educational community.

4.5 Data collection and analysis

4.5.1 Selection ofthe case

The common characteristic for each case was that they were special schools for pupils
with MGLD but each case had unique characteristics in terms of staffing, pupils, location and
educational provision. Schools for this multiple case study were selected on the basis of their
relevance, diversity across contexts and the opportunity they provided to leam about
complexity and contexts (Stake, 2006). This study recognised the importance and complexity

of context in shaping the views and experiences of all those involved.

4.5.2 Description ofcases

452.1 Case A

Case A is a large school, catering for awide urban catchment area. The school had an
enrolment of 137 pupils, between the ages of 5 and 18 years, at the time of this study. The
majority of pupils in the school were between the ages of 12 and 18, with a two to one ratio
ofboys to girls. There were four classes in the junior section of the school for pupils up to the
age of 12 and eight classes in the senior section. The senior section was divided into four
post-primary and three senior cycle classes. There were 17 teachers and 13 SNAs. There

were also specialist teachers, who were subject teachers, in the post-primary section of the
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school. These included a home-economics teacher and part time teachers for woodwork,
computer studies, drama, music, art and P.E. There was also a fulltime speech and language
therapist and an occupational therapist in the school. The school had the service of a
psychologist two days a month. The enrolment policy stated that the school was a specialist
school which provided for the academic, personal and social needs of pupils with MGLD,
who could best benefit educationally from placement in the school. Pupils were required to
have MGLD as their primary SEN. The primary curriculum was offered to pupils in the

school. FETAC modules were offered to pupils in the post-primary and senior cycle classes.

452.2 CaseB

Case B is a relatively large urban school with an enrolment of 90 pupils. The school
caters for a wide urban and rural catchment area across two counties. Pupils range in age
from 5 to 18, but the majority of pupils were aged 12 and over. There was a two to one ratio
of boys to girls at the time of this study. There were 15 teachers in the school including 11
class teachers, a P.E. teacher, a home-economics teacher, a home-school liaison teacher and
the principal. There were 12 SNAs. The school received the service of a speech and language
therapist three days a week. There were 11 class groupings, three of which catered for pupils
aged 5 to 12. There was a distinct primary and post-primary structure in the school, both in
terms of the school layout and curricular provision. Pupils were taught the primary
curriculum up to the age of 12 or 13. In the post-primary section, there were four classes for
pupils following the JCSP, two classes following the LCA Programme and a Leavers’ Group
engaged in vocational and social training. The enrolment policy stated that the school catered

for pupils with MGLD based on the school’s ability to meet a pupil’s SEN.
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45.2.3 Case C

Case C is a medium-sized school in a small urban area with an enrolment of
approximately 59 pupils at the time of this study. 19 of these pupils had moderate GLD. 10 of
those with MGLD were members of the Traveller Community. The school catered for pupils
from a large catchment area in one county. Pupils ranged in age from 4 to 18 years. The
majority of pupils were aged 12 and over. There was a two to one ratio of boys to girls. There
were 7 teachers in the school, not including the principal. 6 of these were class teachers and
there was a resource teacher for pupils on the autistic spectrum. There were also 3 part-time
teachers funded by the local VEC who taught home-economics, woodwork and computer
skills. There were13 SNAs in the school. The school was structured according to a junior,
middle and senior section. There were two classes in the junior section, one catering for
pupils aged six to eleven and another catering for children aged ten to twelve. There were two
classes in the middle section for pupils between the ages of 12 and 15 and there were two
classes in the senior section for pupils between the ages of 15 and 18. The pupils followed the
primary curriculum throughout the school. Pupils in the senior end could follow programmes
to achieve a FETAC award. The enrolment policy stated that the school catered for pupils

with MGLD, although there was considerable flexibility in relation to this.

4,5.2.4 CaseD

Case D is a small school in a small urban area with an enrolment of approximately 40
pupils at the time of this study. The school caters for a relatively large catchment area
encompassing the east and south-west of one county. Pupils range in age from 4 to 18 years.
The majority of pupils were aged 12 and over with only nine pupils between the ages of 4 and
11. There were six classes in the school including a class for pupils with sensory impairment.
There were six class teachers and the principal. There were two classes for pupils between the

ages of 4 and 11 and there were three classes for older pupils. The sensory class catered for
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three pupils between the ages of 8 and 9 years. There were also four teachers allocated to the

school on a part-time basis for home-economics, woodwork, music and P.E. There were 13

SNAs and one part-time nurse whose post was funded by the HSE. All pupils followed the

primary curriculum. FETAC modules for older pupils were being piloted in the school at the

time of this study. The school enrolment policy stated that the school catered for pupils

whose primary disability was MGLD. There were a small number of pupils in the school who

had moderate GLD but the principal reported that these pupils had MGLD when they were

enrolled in the school.

Table 3 provides a summary of cases.

Table 3: Summary ofcase study schools

Case Enrolment

A 137
B 90
C 59
D 40

SNAs

13

12

13

13

Curriculum/
certification

Primary
Curriculum
FETAC

Primary
Curriculum
JCSP/Junior
Certficate
LCA, FETAC
Primary
Curriculum
FETAC

Primary
Curriculum
FETAC (Pilot)

4.5.3 Description ofmainstream schools

Subject/
Specialist
teachers
Home-
economics
Woodwork,
Art, ICT, P.E.
Drama, Music,
Home-
economics
P.E.
Woodwork

Home
economics
ICT
Woodwork
Home
economics
Music, P.E,
Woodwork

Multidisciplinay
supports

On-site speech and
language therapist
and occupational
therapist

NEPS

HSE speech and
language therapist
HSE psychologist

Access to HSE
speech and
language therapy

On-site nurse
Access to speech
and language
therapy HSE

Nine mainstream schools participated in this study. Five of these were mainstream

primary schools and four were mainstream post-primary schools. Pupils had transferred from

each of these schools to one of the special schools participating as cases in this study, within
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a period of five years prior to data collection for this study. Table 4 provides details of each
school according to enrolment, gender of pupils, curricula offered, the number of pupils who
transferred to a special school for pupils with MGLD and the case study school to which

pupils transferred.

Table 4: Description of mainstream schools

Mainstream Enrolment Gender Curricular No. of Transferred
School Type provision pupils to case
transferred
Primary 1A . . .
200-250 Mixed Primary Curriculum 2 A
Primary 2A 200-250 Boys Primary Curriculum 2 A
Primary B 200-250 Mixed Primary Curriculum 3 B
Primary C 450-500 Boys Primary Curriculum 9 C
Primary D 450-500 Boys Primary Curriculum 1 D
Junior Certificate
Post-primary A JCSP
secondary school 150-200 Boys Leaving Certificate ! A
LCA
Post-primary B Junlorjggrglflcate
community 500-550 Mixed . - 2 B
hool Leaving Certificate
schoo LCA
Post-primary C 850-900 Boys Junior Certificate 1 C

secondary school Leaving Certificate

Junior Certificate

Post-primary D . JCSP
vocational school 100-150 Mixed Leaving Certificate . D
LCA

4.5.3.1 Mainstream primary schools

Mainstream primary 1A is a mixed school on the outskirts of a large urban area, with
an enrolment of between 200 and 250 pupils. Mainstream primary 2A is an all-boys school in
an inner city area. Two pupils had transferred from each of these schools to case A within the

time period specified.
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Mainstream primary B is a mixed school, on the outskirts of a medium-sized urban area, with
an enrolment of between 200 and 250 pupils. Three pupils had transferred to case B within
the time frame specified.

Mainstream primary C is an all-boys school, on the outskirts of a medium-sized urban area,
with an enrolment o f between 450 and 500 pupils. Nine pupils had transferred during the time
period, the majority of whom were members of the Travelling Community.

Mainstream primary D is also an all-boys school, in a small urban area, with an enrolment of
between 450 and 500 pupils. One pupil had transferred to case D within the time frame of
five years. The Primary Curriculum (Government of Ireland, 1999) was offered in all the

mainstream primary schools.

4.53.2 M ainstream post-primary schools

Post-primary A is an all-boys secondary school, in a suburban area, with an enrolment
of between 150 and 200 pupils. The curricula offered included the Junior Certificate, Junior
Certificate Schools Programme (JCSP), Leaving Certificate and Leaving Certificate Applied
(LCA) programmes. One pupil had transferred from this school to case A during the five year
time period.
Post-primary B is a community school in a medium-sized urban area, with an enrolment of
between 500 and 550 pupils. The curricula offered included the Junior Certificate, Junior
Certificate Schools Programme (JCSP), Leaving Certificate and Leaving Certificate Applied
(LCA) programmes. Two pupils had transferred from this school to case A during the five
year time period.
Post-primary C is a secondary school in a medium-sized urban area, with an enrolment of

between 850 and 900 pupils. One pupil had transferred to case C within the time period
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specified for this study. The curricula offered include the Junior Certificate and Leaving
Certificate programmes.

Post-primary D is a vocational school in a small urban area, with an enrolment of between
100 and 150 pupils. One pupil had transferred to case D within the time period outlined. The

curricula offered include Junior Certificate, JCSP, Leaving Certificate and LCA programmes.

4.5.4 Research participants

Participants in this study included principals, teachers, parents and pupils in each
special school. Participants also included principals, deputy principals and teachers from
mainstream primary and post-primary schools who had experience of the transfer of a pupil
to a case study school. There were 76 participants involved in the study across the four cases
including four principals, twelve teachers, twenty six parents and eighteen pupils. Five
mainstream primary principals, six mainstream primary teachers, five mainstream post-
primary principals and/or deputy principals participated in the study. Teachers in mainstream
post-primary schools were not asked to participate as most pupils who transferred from post-
primary schools did so during their first year in the schools. Table 5 provides an overview of

the number of participants involved in the multiple case study.

Table 5: Number ofparticipants involved in study by group

Group Case A Case B Case C Case D Total
Principal 1 1 1 1 4
Teachers 3 5 3 1 12
Parents 6 8 8 4 26
Pupils 3 9 3 3 18
Mainstream primary principals 2 1 1 1 5
Mainstream primary teachers 1 2 1 2 6
Mainstream post-primary principals/deputy principal 1 2 1 1 5

Total per case 17 28 18 13 76
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Many of the 26 parents who participated in this study consented to the participation of their
children as well. However, 12 parents did not consent to the participation of their children.
14 of the 18 pupils who participated had a parent, or parents, who also participated in this

study.

4.5.4.1 Criteriafor selection ofparticipants

Criteria for selection of participants were devised for parents and pupils in each of the
case study schools. The criteria were guided by the aim of the study, the research questions
and ethical issues. Parents invited to participate were those who had children with MGLD,
who had transferred from mainstream primary or post-primary schools, in each of the special
schools. Pupil participants included those who were enrolled in one of the special schools and
who had transferred from a mainstream primary or post-primary school. Only pupils who had
transferred within a three year period were included. This was due to the difficulties some
children with MGLD can have with memory and recall of experiences. Only pupils aged 12
and over were included in the study and within each case, pupils had transferred from a
variety of mainstream schools. The mainstream teachers who participated in this study all

taught a pupil with MGLD who had transferred to a special school for pupils with MGLD.

4.5.5 Stages in data collection

Data collection took place over a period of nine months. A flexible approach to data
collection was adopted, whereby methods were not fixed and changes could be made in
keeping with an iterative research process. This meant that the findings at each stage were
reflected upon in the context of literature and methods used. There were two stages to the
data collection procedure. The first stage comprised of the piloting of the study with one
special school. Data collection at this stage involved an interview with the school principal

and focus groups interviews with teachers, parents and pupils in the school. The second stage
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involved collecting data from the four case study schools and the associated mainstream

schools. Table 6 summarises the stages of the study.

Table 6: Stages in the data collection process

Period Stage Action
September 2009 1 Contacted special school to pilot research
October 2009 1 Consent gained from all participants
November 2009 1 Fo_cu§ groups with teachers, parents and pupils. Interview with
principal
January 2010 1 Interview with principal of mainstream school. Review of pilot and
y changes made. Contacted special schools for stage 2 of study
Obtained consent and conducted interviews in Case C and two
February 2010 2 .
mainstream schools
March 2010 ’ ObFamed consent and conducted interviews in Case A and four
mainstream schools
April 2010 ’ Obttalned consent and conducted interviews in Case B and two
mainstream schools
Obtained consent and conducted interviews in Case D and two
May 2010 2 .
mainstream schools
455.1 Stage 1- Piloting the study

Data collection at the pilot stage involved an interview with the principal of one
special school for pupils with MGLD and focus group interviews with parents, teachers and
pupils. The principal of one mainstream primary school was also interviewed. Interviews
with selected participants in each group were planned to follow the focus group interviews.
Three focus group interviews were carried out with three parents, four teachers and two
pupils respectively. Once the pilot stage was completed the outcomes were reflected upon in
the context of the literature, research questions and data collection methods. Issues emerging
at this stage were consistent with those highlighted in the literature review but some
additional issues arose which warranted further reference to relevant literature. These
included issues relating to curriculum, pupil friendships, social development, pupil safety in

mainstream schools and stigma.
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There were some difficulties identified with regard to the use of focus groups as a method of
data collection. All of the teachers who took part in the focus group were working with pupils
of post-primary age. Many of these pupils had transferred from mainstream schools during
the primary stage of their education. There was not enough time for the teachers to fully
express their views in the hour allocated for the focus group and individual interviews would

have allowed teachers greater freedom to express views based on individual experiences.

Focus group interviews with parents proved difficult to organise due to the distance some
parents lived from the school and their own commitments. Only one parent arrived for the
first focus group. Out of courtesy, | interviewed this parent. A new time was arranged for the
parent focus group and four parents participated. @ The focus group interview took
approximately one hour and was held in the school. The four parents had children in the same
class at the primary end of the school. All had children who transferred from mainstream
schools. It would have been beneficial to have interviewed parents of children of post-
primary age in the focus group also. There was a mismatch in some of the issues raised by
parents and teachers because of the lack of representation in relation to primary and post-
primary aged pupils. Social issues were highlighted by both groups but there was a greater

emphasis on behavioural issues in relation to older pupils.

Due to the difficulties highlighted, it was decided not to use focus groups for parents and
teachers in the main study. All participants were interviewed individually with the exception
of pupil participants. Parents of children of post-primary age were also included. This
allowed greater flexibility in arranging times and locations as well as allowing for the
possibility of telephone interviews. It also afforded privacy to parents in light of potentially

sensitive information that could be divulged about schools, teachers or pupils.
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4.5.5.2 Stage 2 - Data collectionfor case study

The interview was the main data collection method employed in the study. A semi-
structured interview method allowed for the flexibility required to reflect the uniqueness of
each case in terms of context. The structure of the interview schedules (Appendices A-G),
and issues addressed, was similar for all cases but questions reflected and recognised
differences between schools in terms of structure, organisation, policy and provision.
Questions were added as new issues arose. All questions were relevant to the research
guestions and reflected issues identified from the literature review and pilot study. Although
all interviews were semi-structured, parents were asked to relay their experiences reflecting a
more narrative style. Interviews were designed using Kvale and BrinkmamTs (2009) guide on
the translation of research questions into interview questions which provide thematic
knowledge. All interviews were recorded, with participants’ consent, using a Samsung YP-

U3 MP3 player. Data collection procedures for each case are outlined.

4.5.5.3 Procedurefor data collection in special schools

The principal of each special school was contacted by telephone initially in order to
introduce the research topic and myself, as researcher. Once the principal agreed to consider a
request to research being conducted within the school, the following documents were
forwarded:
1. A letter to the Board of Management outlining the research aim and design and a
request for consent to conduct the research with the school (Appendix H). A copy
ofa consent form was also included (Appendix I).

2. A letter to the principal requesting consent to conduct research with the school
(Appendix J). This letter outlined the research aim and design, the right of

participants to withdraw from the study and a consent form.
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3. A letter to the principal requesting consent to participate in an interview and a

consent form (Appendix K).

Once consent was received, an appointment was made to conduct an interview with the
principal in the school. After the interview had taken place, the principal was given copies of
the criteria for selection of pupils (Appendix L). Letters were given to the principals for
dissemination to potential participants requesting consent. These letters included:

1. A letter for teachers in special schools, with accompanying consent form, explaining
the nature and purpose of the research and requesting participation in an interview
(Appendix M).

2. A letter for parents, with accompanying consent form, explaining the nature and
purpose of the research and requesting participation in an interview (Appendix N).

3. A letter for parents requesting consent for participation of their child in a group
interview. The letter also included details about the venue for interviews and the
presence of a trusted adult (Appendix O).

4. A letter for pupils requesting participation in an interview (Appendix P). This letter
included details of the structure and topics to be discussed in the interview. It also
informed pupils that another adult, known to them, would accompany them during the
interview. Pupils were not asked to sign a consent form at this stage. Verbal consent
only was required. The consent form was signed by pupils only after the purpose of
the research was further explained, by me, in the presence of an adult nominated by

the schools (Appendix Q).

Once letters of consent were returned to the school principal, contact was made to set up an

interview date, time and location. Participants were invited to choose a venue and time which
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was most convenient for them. All teachers were interviewed in their schools with the
exception of one telephone interview. It was necessary to provide participants with this
option given the wide geographical spread involved. A small number of parents were
interviewed in schools while others opted for home or telephone interviews. Two parents
opted to be interviewed in a neutral venue such as a hotel or café. Table 7 provides a

summary of parent interviews according to location.

Table 7: Data collectionfrom parents according to school and location

Location School Home Telephone Other

Case A 2 1 2 1
Case B 4 0 4 0
Case C 2 5 0 1
Case D 1 0 3 0

The individual interviews with parents proved more satisfactory than a focus group for a
variety of reasons. In practical terms, it allowed greater flexibility in arranging times and
venues. In terms of data collection, the transcripts were much richer in detail as each parent
was able to discuss their experiences in relation to their own children, rather than a general

discussion. This resulted in a more narrative style of interview which was appropriate.

All pupils were interviewed in their schools, in the presence of an adult nominated by the
principal. This adult was a SNA in all schools, except in case D where a teacher was
nominated. Children were interviewed in small groups of three. The presence of an adult who
was already known to them also helped to ease any worries they may have had. In one
instance, the SNA helped interpret one pupil’s responses through the use of Lamh sign
language. Pupil interviews were informal in style. Photographs of school activities were used
as prompts when required. Photographs of my place of work were also used to help explain to
participants the relevance of the study to me as researcher. A lot of time was spent at the

beginning of each interview discussing general school activities in order to build up a rapport
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with pupils and gain their confidence. Care was taken not to probe too much when it came to

sensitive issues so that no pupil would be upset in any way by the discussion.

455.4. Procedurefor data collection in mainstream schools

The principals of the four special schools were asked to provide the names of
mainstream schools which had been involved in the recent transfer of pupils. While the
majority of these were mainstream primary schools, it was decided to include mainstream
post-primary schools also. This decision was made as issues relating to educational provision
at post-primary emerged from the data. One primary mainstream school and one post-primary
school were targeted for each special school. Two primary schools were selected in relation
to case A as this school was the largest and covered the most densely populated catchment
area. Schools were selected if they had been involved in transfer within the previous five-year
period. An effort was made to target schools which had been involved in more than one
transfer although this was not always possible as pupils who transferred came from a very
wide catchment area and a wide variety of mainstream schools. The principal and at least one
teacher were interviewed in each of the primary schools. The principal and/or deputy
principal were interviewed in each of the post-primary schools. Teachers were not
interviewed because, in each of the mainstream post-primary schools, the pupil or pupils left
at a very early stage. Due to the nature of educational provision at post-primary, pupils are
taught by a number of subject teachers and would not have been in the school for a sufficient
length of time for a teacher to have an in-depth knowledge of the pupils. All interviews were

conducted in the schools.
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4.5.6 Analysis ofdata
During the pilot stage of the study, two interview transcripts were coded in order to
identify any potential issues. Analysis at this stage was based on Vaughn, Schumm and
Sinagub’s (1996) five-step procedure which includes the following:
1. ldentify the big ideas
2. Unitize the data
3. Categorise the data
4. Negotiate categories

5. Identify themes and theories

W hile useful for initial coding, this method was not sufficient to guide multiple case study
analysis which required a system for tracking and comparing codes, categories and emerging
themes across four individual cases with a total of 76 participants. Cross-case analysis was
deemed appropriate as the study was designed to investigate a particular phenomenon in
terms of commonalities and differences across four cases. The purpose of the cross-case
analysis is to convey the most important findings from each case, some of which may be
context bound (Stake, 2006). Before the cross-case analysis took place the data from each
case were analysed separately, as each case was studied in its own context. Data were
analysed with the aid of a computer-assisted qualitative data analysis software (CAQDAS)
programme called NVivo 8 (QSR International, 2008). While some commentators have
expressed concern that the use of such CAQDAS distances researchers from their data
(Seidel, 1991), Barry (1998) dismisses these assertions and argues that it is not possible to
analyse the data without being thoroughly familiar with it first. Other advocates of CAQDAS,
including Macer (2008), suggest that the power of NVivo as an analysis tool lies in its
concept of nodes. Nodes are used to bring together units of data, observations and comments

which then become the essence of analysis as concepts are mapped out and relationships



97

established. At the beginning of the process of analysis, the parent or category nodes
corresponded to four broad general categories based on the research questions. These
included reasons why pupils transfer, educational provision in mainstream, educational
provision in special schools and the decision-making process. New categories and sub-
categories emerged as part of the coding processes. Coding was displayed hierarchically as
parent and child nodes in NVivo. The steps involved in the process of analysis involved four

phases which are outlined here.

4.5.6.1 Phase 1- Generating categories and initial themes
Step 1- Transcribing the data
Interviews were transcribed into a Word (Microsoft, 2007) document. This process,
while time-consuming, allowed me the opportunity to listen to the recordings in the context
of the research questions. These research questions formed the basis for the original coding

categories.

Step 2 - Importing transcripts into NVivo programme (Appendix R)
Transcripts were imported into NVivo. Only transcripts from one case were imported
at a time for analysis. Once the transcripts were imported a case folder was created for each

participant and for each school.

Step 3 - Creating Free nodes

The initial coding process began by identifying free nodes. Free nodes corresponded
to categories or chunks of information. These were created inductively at the beginning of the
coding process. This process was carried out manually and entered into the programme.

(Appendix S).
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Step 4 —Creating new nodes from the data

During the initial coding process, categories emerged and became tree nodes. Free
nodes were grouped together into general categories at this stage. Within each of these broad
categories, a number of initial themes emerged. Categories and themes were arranged in a

hierarchical fashion. Steps 1to 4 were repeated for each case (Appendix T).

4. S.6.2 Phase 2 —Comparison and merging ofcategories and themes
across cases
The categories which emerged from Phase 1 of analysis were similar across the four
cases. Sub-categories from the four cases were merged as part of the process of cross-case
analysis during Phase 2 of the coding process. Within each of these categories a number of
themes and sub-themes emerged. At this stage it was evident which themes (such as
curriculum and additional needs) emerged very strongly from the cross-case analysis

(Appendix U).

4.5.63 Phase 3 - Generatingproposition statements (memos)
Step 1 - linking themes with research questions
Once Phase 2 was completed all of the themes from the cross-case analysis were
grouped according to the corresponding research question (Appendix V). When this was

completed memos were created for each theme.

Step 2 - Creating memos
Each memo consisted of proposition statements which were summaries of findings
which emerged from the data. This was done for each theme and samples from individual

sources (participant groups) were transferred from the transcripts into the memos as evidence
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to support these summaries. Summaries were created in the memos for each participant group

(Appendix W).

4.5.6.4 Phase 4 —Merging ofthemes

Once the linkage between themes and research questions was established, it was
evident that some of the same themes had emerged in relation to more than one question. For
example, the theme of curriculum emerged in relation to research questions one, two and
three. The final phase of analysis involved merging themes from each of the four research
questions. Once again memos were created and linked to each theme. These memos
contained a summary of the key findings in relation to the themes with evidence from the

four participant groups across the four cases (Appendix X).

4.5.6.5 Cross-case analysis
Cross-case analysis was necessary as this study was concerned with the phenomenon
of pupil transfer across cases, both in terms of commonalities and differences. While each
case was studied to gain understanding in its particular context, the complex meanings of the
collective case were understood because of the particular activities and contexts of each case
(Stake, 2006). Figure 2 employs CreswelTs (2007) template for coding a case study and
illustrates how the cross-case analysis was situated within the process of analysis in this

multiple case study.
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Figure 2: Template for coding in this multiple case-study approach

In-depth portrait of cases

Source: Adapted from Creswell, 2007.

The four schools, or cases, were analysed separately, each within their own context. Each
case within the multiple case study design was chosen because of its relevance to the
phenomenon at the heart of the study, which was the transfer of pupils from mainstream to
special schools for pupils with MGLD. A number of themes emerged in each case and
similarities and differences between themes across cases were analysed. Stake (2006) argues
that researchers have an obligation to provide interpretation across cases in a multiple case
study design. Analysis of findings in this study showed that there were a number of common
themes which emerged across all cases. To avoid repetition in the presentation of findings,
these themes were presented only once, with examples of data from each case to support any
assertions or generalisations made. Generalisations and assertions apply to the cases in this
study only. As Stake suggests, it is the responsibility of readers, based on their knowledge

and experience, to make generalisations to other similar situations or contexts. In order to
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preserve the uniqueness of each case, differences were emphasised between cases, where

these emerged. These have been highlighted in the presentation of findings.

4.5.7. Qualitative terms used in the study
A number of qualitative terms are used throughout the study. Table 8 provides a summary of
the most common terms used.

Table 8: Summary ofqualitative terms used in study

Many/most/the majority of >60%
Some 30-60%
A small number of <30%

4.6. The art, practices and politics of interpretation and evaluation

This stage of the research process is the critical site where theory, method, praxis,
action and policy come together. Findings are interpreted in the context of a previously
articulated theoretical framework. The findings of this study were interpreted in the context
of a previously stated theoretical framework which included interpretation at macro and
micro-levels of analysis. The research process was iterative, involving reflection and
interpretation which informed every stage of the process. This process of reflection was
ongoing throughout the research process and reflections following the first phase, or pilot
stage, of the study have been outlined in this chapter. Reflections throughout the second
phase of the study were concerned with practical and organisational issues, including access
to schools, as well as theoretical issues linked to the development of thinking and
understanding with regard to emerging themes. This process of development involved
returning to relevant literature which informed thinking in relation to these areas. Reflection

also involved consideration of the implications of findings for future policy and research.
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These issues are explored further in Chapter 7 of this study which contains reflections on the

research process and the implications of findings.

4.7 Summary of chapter

The methodology underpinning this study was outlined in this chapter. Denzin and
Lincoln’s (2005) five phases of qualitative research provided the framework required to
clearly articulate the link between the chosen methodology and theoretical perspective in this
study. In order to address issues of bias, and acknowledge the interpretative nature of
qualitative research, personal interest in the research problem was stated. The choice of a
multiple case study design as the strategy of inquiry in this study, and the decision to focus on
special schools for pupils with MGLD as cases, was explained and justified. This included
reference to the desire not to exclude any teacher, parent or pupils who wished to participate
in the study and to investigate commonalities and differences in educational provision for
pupils with MGLD in mainstream and special schools. Ethical issues were highlighted and
addressed relating to power-relations between researcher and participant, access, informed
consent, confidentiality, and ownership and dissemination of data. The two phases of data-
collection and analysis in this study were outlined in detail. Phase 1 involved piloting the
study with one special school and this process informed Phase 2 of the study, the collection
of data from four case study schools and mainstream schools. The process of analysis, which
included the use of a CAQDAS programme, was described by outlining the steps involved in
the four phases of data analysis. Interpretation and evaluation of findings was also addressed
with reference to the processes of interpretation and reflection, which were ongoing
throughout the research process. Chapter 5 contains findings and analysis in relation to the

four research questions underpinning this study.
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Chapter 5: Findings and Analysis

5.1 Introduction

The findings from this multiple case study are presented in this chapter in respect of the four
research questions which formed the basis of this study:
1. What factors influence the transfer of pupils with MGLD from mainstream schools to
special schools for pupils with MGLD?
2. What are the perspectives of parents, pupils, teachers and principals on educational
provision for pupils with MGLD in mainstream schools?
3. What are the perspectives of parents, pupils, teachers and principals on educational
provision in special schools for pupils with MGLD?
4. What role do parents, pupils and professionals play in the decision-making process
regarding the transfer of pupils with MGLD from mainstream schools to special

schools for pupils with MGLD?

Six themes and three sub-themes emerged from the data in response to these four questions.
Some of these themes emerged in response to more than one research question. Due to the
overlap and repetition in themes relating to the four research questions, each theme is
presented and discussed once in this chapter and reference to the relevant research questions
are incorporated as part of the discussion of themes. The six themes and three sub-themes

which emerged during the course of analysis are illustrated in Figure 3.
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Figure 3: Themes and sub-themes

The six themes include additional needs, curriculum, supports for pupils with MGLD in
mainstream and special schools, school structure and organisation, choice and transition. Two
sub-themes, including difficulties arising from SNA support in mainstream schools and
support for SEBD, emerged in relation to theme three. One sub-theme, stigma, emerged in

relation to theme six.

5.2 Theme 1: Additional special educational needs

The majority of pupils who transferred from mainstream schools were reported as
having SEN additional to MGLD. This was consistent across almost all cases although in
case B there were a significant minority in the school who did not have an additional need.
The principal of case B indicated that up to 30 out of 90 pupils in the school had no

additional need. Types of additional needs reported across the four cases included:

Autism spectrum disorder Speech and language difficulties
Motor difficulties Physical disabilities

Sensory impairments SEBD

Social disadvantage Cerebral palsy

Down syndrome Medical needs



The most frequently reported additional need was SEBD. Speech and language difficulties,
motor difficulties, medical needs and autism spectrum disorders were also referred to as
additional needs across all cases. The principals in all cases, with the exception of case D,
stated that many pupils in the schools came from socially disadvantaged backgrounds. The
prevalence of social disadvantage among pupils with MGLD has been documented in the
literature and has been identified as a dominant feature of this group (Norwich & Kelly,
2005; Tomlinson, 1982). It is also widely recognised that MGLD is associated with other
SEN (Fletcher-Campbell, 2005; Male, 1996). Male’s (1996) study of special schools for
pupils with MGLD in the UK found that the two most frequently associated difficulties were
speech and language difficulties and SEBD. In the current study, SEBD was more frequently
reported than any other additional need as a reason for the transfer of pupils from mainstream
schools. This finding is supported by that of Norwich and Kelly (2005), who also found that

pupils with MGLD in special schools were recorded as having additional areas of difficulty.

5.2.1 Social, emotional and behavioural difficulties

SEBD emerged very strongly as a reason pupils had transferred from mainstream
schools. This was referred to by all groups of participants and across all cases. Because not
all pupils were described as having social and emotional and behavioural difficulties, they are

addressed separately here.

5.2.7.7 Emotional and behavioural difficulties
Principals and teachers in mainstream primary and post-primary schools highlighted
behavioural difficulties, in particular, as one of the main reasons pupils had transferred from
the schools. Some stated that they could not cope with the level of disruption caused in

mainstream classes by pupils with behavioural problems, particularly where behaviours were
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considered aggressive and threatening to other pupils in the school. As one teacher in a
mainstream primary school remarked:
We couldn't actually physically remove him from the room so every day was

becoming more problematic for him and he knew we could do nothing about it so I
think in the end up, it was the best decision... (Teacher mainstream primary C)

Teachers and principals in special schools indicated that many of the pupils who transferred
had difficulties controlling their behaviours and/or had a diagnosed conduct disorder. There
was also a suggestion that some pupils had learned behaviours which may have been
tolerated in a primary school because of the pupils’ SEN. The following comments from
Teacher 2B highlights the behavioural difficulties experienced by some of the pupils who
transferred from mainstream schools:

..conduct disorder, temper issues. Temper issues would be one that does stand out,
difficulty with self-control and a lot of issues that have not been resolved with the
students that they act out.... (Teacher 2B)

Parents described how behavioural difficulties became worse as pupils progressed through
the primary school. Some parents attributed the behaviours to the difficulties pupils were
experiencing accessing the curriculum and the growing frustration that resulted from these
difficulties. Parent 2A described how her child’s behaviours progressively worsened in the
mainstream schools:

Itgot to the stage that L used to throw himselfon thefloor overfrustration and
temper and | was halfafraid to bring him outanywhere at onepoint he was so
bad with it... .(Parent 2A)

When asked why pupils came to the special schools from mainstream schools, Pupil 2, Group
3B, referred to behavioural difficulties in a post-primary school as a reason for transfer.
R: What kind ofspecial needs do people have?

P2: ADHD
R: What's ADHD?
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P2: ljust know it%s called that.
PIl: It5whenpeople can'tpay attention....(Pupils 1 and 2, group 3B, females aged
16)

These findings echo those of Ware et al. (2009), who found that pupils who transferred from

mainstream schools to special schools for pupils with MGLD were likely to have additional

needs, including behavioural difficulties, as well as MGLD.

5.2.1.2. Social difficulties
Participants referred to social difficulties experienced by pupils who had transferred
from mainstream primary and post-primary schools. Teachers and principals described how
pupils became isolated from their peers as they grew older as they lacked the social skills
required to maintain friendships. The principal of one mainstream primary school described
some of the social difficulties experienced by pupils with MGLD:

The differences aren’t as obvious up second class butfrom third class onwards in the
yard they have their own little social networks and groups and children with mild
general learning difficulties find it harder and harder... (Principal mainstream

primary 2A)
Instances of teasing, particularly at post-primary level, were highlighted by the principal of

post-primary school D:

They used to tease him because he was kind ofan obvious targetfor makingfun
of... (Principal mainstream post-primary D)

Teachers and principals in special schools suggested that inappropriate behaviours and lack
of social skills were among the key reasons for the transfer of pupils with MGLD to the
special schools. As the principal of case A commented:

Socially it begins to break down for them....ifthe child is no longer able to keep up
with their classmates and can tjoin in whats happening in the yard and you know,
just is sort of gradually sidelined by the other kids and it happens not because the
other kids are being cruel to them but because they can Ycotton on to the rules ofthe

game and because they can Ykeep up.... (Principal A)
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For most parents, social isolation in mainstream schools was highlighted as a key factor in the
decision to transfer their children to the special schools. Parent 6C described this social
isolation in terms of lack of friendship in the mainstream school:

She never ever made afriend. She was alone. She was alonefor most of herprimary
education....(Parent 6C)

There were more references from pupils to social, rather than behavioural, difficulties. Pupil
2C described her feelings of loneliness in her primary school while Pupil 1, group IB,
described his experiences of teasing while in the mainstream school:

It was ok butyou know | wasntgood at running and stuff they were good to me but
they didnt really understand me. They were good to me but they didn Y really
understand everything....{Pupil 2C, female, aged 12)

There was a lot ofteasing and stuffand it was very hardfor me to go in.... (Pupil 1,
group 1B, male aged 12)

5.2.2 Summary offindings in relation to theme ofadditional needs

The findings in relation to the theme of additional needs are relevant to the first
research question on factors which influence the transfer of pupils from mainstream to special
schools for pupils with MGLD. Many of the pupils who transferred experienced additional
needs and SEBD was more frequently cited by participants than any other type of additional
need. Teachers and principals in mainstream and special schools emphasised the behavioural
difficulties experienced by pupils, while parents and pupils focused on the social isolation
experienced by pupils in mainstream schools. The finding that many of the pupils who
transferred from mainstream schools to special schools for pupils with MGLD experienced
additional SEN, echoes that of a number of studies across different countries which have
identified that pupils with SEN are more likely to experience social difficulties and greater
loneliness than their peers in mainstream schools (e.g., Cambra & Silvestre, 2003; Pijl,

Frostad & Flem, 2008).
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5.3 Theme 2: Curriculum

All of the participant groups across all cases referred to pupils’ difficulties with regard
to accessing and participating in the curriculum in mainstream primary and post-primary
schools. This emerged as a key theme in the decision to transfer pupils and also in relation to
educational provision in mainstream and special schools for pupils with MGLD. Issues which
arose included the adaptation of the curriculum to meet individual needs, a lack of life and
social skills development in mainstream schools, curriculum and assessment structures in

post-primary schools and certification in special schools.

5.3.1 Difficulties accessing the curriculum in mainstream schools

Principals and teachers in mainstream primary schools agreed that pupils with
MGLD, who transferred to the special schools, had experienced difficulties accessing the
curriculum. The principal of mainstream primary 1A suggested that pupils with MGLD could
only reach a certain level, and then plateau, in terms of their ability to access the curriculum
in primary schools:

I supposefrom third class onwards you can see it. SESE, a lotofitis book based. The
more hands-on approach further down the school would suit better.... (Principal
mainstream primary 1A)

Others, including a teacher in mainstream primary ID suggested that the curriculum was
overloaded with content:

The curriculum is so overloaded andyou have eve/ybody else to try and caterfor as
well....(Teacher mainstream primary ID)

Principals in post-primary schools suggested that pupils who had transferred to special
schools for pupils with MGLD experienced difficulties accessing the curriculum during their
first year in the schools. The deputy principal of post-primary mainstream C described the
difficulties experienced by a pupil with MGLD who subsequently transferred to a special

school:
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He found the programme from day one too difficult and it caused a lot ofdifficulties
at home .... hejust couldn't do the work. He said he couldnt do it, he didnt want to
be here, he wasn't happy and it was causing rows at home.... (Deputy-Principal post-
primary mainstream C)
Some teachers in special schools, including Teacher D, attributed pupils’ difficulties
accessing the curriculum to their learning disabilities:
I think they plateau. Very often they can work outfine when they are younger but as
they get a little bit older, third, fourth class in primary school, from then on the gap
gets wider and wider and from then on, the difficulties are greater as a result
....(Teacher D)
Others, including Teacher 3B, suggested that the curriculum was overloaded and insufficient
effort was being made in mainstream primary schools to adapt the curriculum to suit the
needs of the pupils:
The amount of curriculum they have to get through and the books they have to get
through, maybe its a different system that would need to be looked at. I think that

there needs to be a balance, different levels ofbooks in a class, | know that’s difficult
for a teacher....(Teacher 3B)

Most parents referred to difficulties pupils experienced accessing the curriculum in primary
school as the majority of the pupils had transferred in upper, or at the end of, primary. For
some pupils, difficulties were apparent from as early as first class and literacy and numeracy
were the key areas of difficulty mentioned. Many parents, including Parent 4B, suggested that

pupils were unable to access the curriculum at their class level:

He wasnt able to keep up with the pace ofthe class and | thought this was affecting
his self-esteem that | 'm stupid, | 'm dumb. He kept on saying that all the time, that he
was stupid and dumb.... (Parent 4B)

Some pupils used the terms ‘learning difficulties’ and ‘special needs’ in reference to
themselves, or other pupils in the special schools, when asked why they had transferred from
mainstream schools. One pupil described the special school she was attending as a school for

people with special needs:



It's for people that have special needs and aren't able for proper work in

school— (Pupil 2, group 3B, female, aged 16)
Maths was the subject most often mentioned by pupils, including Pupil 1A, as an area of
difficulty in mainstream school:

Some people have learning difficulties or if they need help they come to this

school. I was still in third class when I was in my old school and | had to get held

back...because | couldn't do maths .... (Pupil 1A, female, aged 12)
The finding that pupils experienced difficulties accessing the curriculum in mainstream
schools is supported by the findings of previous studies (e.g., Kelly & Devitt, 2010). The
perceived lack of a curriculum appropriate for the needs of pupils with MGLD is cited as a
key factor in terms of parents’ dissatisfaction with mainstream provision in Ireland in a study
conducted by the NFVB (2006). However, evidence to support the need for a separate
curriculum for pupils with MGLD is weak (Norwich & Lewis, 2001). A recent report,
Curriculum Overload in Primary Schools (NCCA, 2010a), suggests that teachers are
struggling with the sheer size of the mainstream primary curriculum in terms of content. This
report also identifies the reliance of teachers on textbooks as a guide in curriculum
implementation as a barrier to differentiation in mainstream classes. All participant groups in
this study cited difficulties accessing the curriculum in mainstream schools as a reason for

transfer.

5.3.2 Differentiation ofcurricula in mainstream and special schools

Mainstream primary teachers expressed the view that it was difficult to differentiate
the curriculum for pupils who had fallen behind the class level. One teacher suggested that
differentiation was particularly difficult once pupils reached the senior classes in a primary
school:

The other side ofit being bandied around is differentiation, teachers should
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differentiate, butgoing on up the senior end especially, and with the curriculum
overload up the senior end, to get through the maths curriculum and so on, it's
very difficult when you are talking about that kind ofa gap........ (Teacher
mainstream primary 1B)
There was a suggestion, from the principal of mainstream primary D, that special schools
could facilitate greater levels of differentiation and individualised support, due to small class
size and more staff to support pupils with SEN, than in mainstream schools:
The idea thatyou would have a special needs assistant and a plethora ofsupport
people and the rooms with a small number ofchildren and the curriculum modified. It
is a special school for a special child with special needs. Ours is mainstream, the
middle ofthe road.... (Principal mainstream primary D)
The teachers and principals in the special schools stated that they adapted the curriculum to
suit the needs of pupils and there was more activity-based learning, particularly in the junior
end of the schools. Teacher 5B suggested that a lot of time was devoted to individualised
planning so that curriculum content could be taught at the level of ability, and according to

the needs, ofindividual pupils:

At the beginning oftheyear we have the IEPs to do and it's a huge amount ofwork on
each child and it takes a very long time but it has to be done and it's important that

it's done. Itreally is an individualprogrammefor each child.... (Teacher 5B)

There was a perception amongst some teachers, including Teacher 1A, that there was little
differentiation of the curriculum for pupils in mainstream schools:

In mainstream you haveyour textandyou have your book and everybodys working to
the same level, do the work and get on with it... .(Teacher 1A)

However, while this was the view expressed by most principals and teachers in special
schools, Principal A suggested that teachers in primary schools were very good at
differentiating the curriculum:

The teachers are very good at differentiating andproviding alternative or adapted
curriculumsfor children, that’s my experience anyway. | see a lotof
great workgoing on outin the schools where they are doing this.... (Principal A)
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Many parents also suggested that pupils worked at the level of their ability in special schools.
They felt that learning strengths were developed and pupils could progress at different rates.
Parent 1A stated that teachers in special schools set learning goals which were achievable:
So really they work to the level the child is at, they are notsetting goals the child can
never achieve. So in each individual class, each child is working to their ability.
That's kind o fthe main thing. ...(Parent 1A)
Some parents reported that pupils had increased confidence in their own abilities and greater
independence in academic work since transferring to the special schools. Others suggested
that the pupils were of similar levels of ability and this allowed fora slower pace in the
classes. Again, class size was considered to be an important factor in allowingfor aslower
pace in the special schools, as expressed by Parent 3D:

She would have a one to one person with herfor learning and she would always
have somebody there. The classrooms are small as well there isn't big numbers in it
....(Parent 3D)

Many of the pupils, including Pupil 3A, indicated that they found the work much easier in the
special schools and suggested that there was more help available from teachers and SNAs

when it was needed:

It's good, like, it's not that hard. The work is not hard... .(Pupil 3A, male aged 13)

Pupil 2, group 1B, stated that in his old school he was given the same work as everybody

else in the class:
They give you easier work. They helpyou.
Did they not give you easier work in your old school?
No, they gaveyou the same work as everyone else.... (Pupil 2, group 1B,
male, aged 12)

The findings highlight difficulties relating to curriculum planning and adaptation for pupils

with MGLD in mainstream schools. Similar difficulties are highlighted in Stevens and



O’Moore’s (2009) study on educational provision for pupils with MGLD. They found that
one-third of resource teachers made curricular provision, including the development of 1EPs,

without reference to pupils’ class-based learning.

5.3.3 Life andsocial skills development
Teachers and principals in mainstream schools suggested that there was more time
spent on developing life skills in special schools than in mainstream schools. The principal of
mainstream primary B stated that this was more appropriate for pupils who had transferred to
special schools:
Practical life skills, shopping, things that we takefor granted they have to be taught.
Queuing in a shop, paying for things, working, budgeting money. Very practical
things, practical maths, cookery, things like hotel and catering, keeping things clean,
hygiene. Simple things like that can be very important.... (Principal mainstream
primary B)
Teachers and principals in special schools agreed that there was more of an emphasis on life
skills in special schools than in mainstream schools. The teachers stated that there was an
emphasis on developing social skills and independence, as they felt that some children had
become over-dependent on adults from their experience of mainstream. This was seen to be a
very important part of the pupils’ social and personal development. Teacher 2C described
some of the activities undertaken by pupils as part of their social development in special

schools:

We take them down the town, going to the shop, going to Tescos going to thepost
office, going on the busfor trips, going to indoorfootball, going on trips ..just to
get them out into the community so they can meetpeople and greetpeople, know
where to go to the toilet, use their coins, use their money, know that ifthey go into
a shop and hand over their money to waitfor change.... (Teacher 2C)

Some parents also referred to the emphasis on life skills and social skills development in

special schools. Parent ID spoke about activities that pupils engaged in as part of this
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development:
They go out to restaurants and do some shopping in Tesco to give them the social
skills...Parent ID

Many parents stressed that work placement was a very important part of pupils’ life skills

development. Work placement for older pupils was practice across all cases.

Most of the pupils referred to their preference for the practical subjects offered in the schools
including home economics, woodwork, horticulture, PE and art. Pupil 1, group IB and Pupil
ID described activities they enjoyed:

| like woodwork very much. | builtapencil holderfor my mum, a book thingfor my
mum and | am building a bird house at the moment... (Pupil 1, group IB, male aged
12)

Its allpretty good but I would be doing woodwork now. You get to make things and
all that. 1d like to make a baseball bat.... (Pupil 1D, male aged 14)
The NCCA (2009) identified the need for a curriculum framework which focuses on
personal, social and vocational skills for pupils with GLD at post-primary level. The findings
ofthe current study support the need for the development of a new framework atjunior cycle.
It is evident from the findings presented here that all participants groups viewed the emphasis
on life skills development and work placement as an essential and for pupils, a preferred part

of the curriculum for pupils with MGLD.

5.3.4 Curriculum and assessment in mainstream post-primary schools

There was a broad consensus from principals and deputy principals in mainstream
post-primary schools that the Junior Certificate Schools Programme (JCSP) and the Leaving
Certificate Applied (LCA) programme were particularly suited to the needs of pupils with
MGLD and there were reports of the success of these programmes. The continuous

assessment component of these programmes was deemed to be particularly suited to the
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needs of the pupils who did not tend to perform well in more traditional examination
conditions. The principal of mainstream post-primary A indicated that all pupils in junior
cycle undertook the JCSP:
I'd have them all doing JCSP. The support that we havefrom JCSP is enormousfor
our boys.,..(Principal mainstream post-primary A)
The principal of mainstream post-primary B described how pupils following the JCSP were

placed in a special class:

Students with special educational needs may be placed in a special classfor students
who willfollow the JCSP.... it kept students in school as some would never achieve a
Junior Certificate and would fall out of the system....(Principal mainstream post-

primary B)

However, despite this view that the JCSP facilitated access to the curriculum, there were
some reservations, also expressed by mainstream principals and deputy principals, in relation
to its provision. It appeared that not all teachers at post-primary level were convinced of the
merits of the programme, or that there was a need to provide the programme if another school
in the area was already doing so. The principal of mainstream post-primary D expressed this
view:
Some teachers don'tparticularly engage with it, they are still doing the Junior Cert,
they are still doing the same exam, so itisjust a methodology in a way. Some teachers
don't take to it as well as others and theyfeel they have their curriculum to cover and
you know .... (Principal mainstream post-primary D)
There was consensus from principals and teachers in the special schools that the curriculum
at post-primary level was inaccessible for the pupils who had transferred from mainstream
schools. The principals and teachers, including Teacher 5B, suggested that the curriculum
was too difficult, there were too many subjects and that there wasnt enough emphasis on life
skills:

I think the curriculums are so tight and inflexible that with the best will in the world it



is very hard to keep itallgoing.... (Teacher 5B)

There was also a suggestion from Teacher 2B, that the JCSP, because it was only offered to
the less able pupils in some schools, could further highlight a pupil's learning difficulties
amongst their peer group:

In a secondary school, all the emphasis is on the Junior Cert and the JCSP is only
an aside. Itwouldn t he offered in every class, itwould be offered in the lower;
less able classes.... (Teacher 2B)

Parents also expressed concern about the pupils’ ability to cope with the curriculum and
examination structures in a post-primary mainstream setting. Some felt that there would be
too much pressure placed on the pupils to keep up with the level of work involved and others
were concerned at the lack of emphasis on life skills. The number of subjects pupils had to
undertake was considered to be unmanageable and literacy and numeracy levels of pupils was
considered an obstacle. Parent 5B was among those who expressed these concerns:
They seem to do a lot of subjects in the first few years. 12 subjects is a massive
amountfor any child comingfrom theprimary school system. Most ofthem are exam
taking subjects.... (Parent 5B)
Two pupils in case B who had attended post-primary schools for a brief period indicated that
they had found the work difficult when they were there:

ljust went because my sister and brothers went there before me and my mother went

there as well. | liked it at the start but then the work was getting hard and then I found
that I wasn't, you weren't that comfortable there like....(Pupil 1, group 2B, male aged
15)

The work was a lot harder down in thatschool... .(Pupil 2, group 3B, female aged 16)

The findings indicate a consensus from all participant groups that the curriculum at post-
primary was considered inaccessible to pupils who transferred to the special schools and that

the assessment structures were inappropriate for these pupils in mainstream post-primary
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schools. These views are supported by a NCCA (2009) discussion paper which

acknowledged that the curriculum atjunior cycle was inaccessible for some pupils with GLD.

5.3.5 Certificationfor pupils in special schools
Due to differences across cases in relation to certification in special schools, findings

from cases A, C and D are presented first and this is followed by findings from case B.

5.3.5.1 Certification in cases A, C and D.

Three of the special schools offered FETAC accredited courses and certification for

pupils once they reached the senior stages of the school. While these schools were following
the Primary Curriculum (Government of Ireland, 1999), the content was adapted to enable
pupils to follow FETAC modules.
Principals and teachers in cases A, C, and D were of the belief that FETAC courses were
particularly suited to their schools because they were inclusive of every pupil and the content
was practical. Teacher 3C described how this programme offered pupils a recognised award
at a level which was suited to their ability:

That’s the beauty of FETAC .. you caterfor their needs andyou adapt a programme
that is suitable to their standard....(Teacher 3C)

Teachers and principals indicated that FETAC accredited courses were also offered in many
of the training centres to which pupils progressed once they reached 18 years of age. This
offered continuity of provision for pupils when they left the schools and they could build on
existing awards or levels they had reached. There was agreement that certification was
important, as it provided pupils with more choices for placement on leaving the schools.
Principal D suggested that certification provided pupils with a sense of achievement:

I think it's important, it's nicefor kids to have been seen to have achieved something
and to have a certificate.... (Principal D)
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The principals in cases A, C and D were less enthusiastic about offering the Junior Certificate
programme to pupils in the schools. Principal A stated that they had tried the JCSP for a short
time but considered that it was not inclusive of all pupils:

We tried itfor ayear or two but it really didnt suit our students and there were only
some ofthe students that could do it. We didn’t want anything that divided them up
into groups like that, we wanted to have something that was inclusive of
everybody....(Principal A)

The principal in case C stated that they would consider the programme if there was a demand
from parents but the assessment component was considered unsuitable. In case D, the
principal indicated that they did not meet the criteria to introduce the programme as only

schools with a designated disadvantaged status could apply.

Some of the parents in these three cases suggested that they were initially concerned that their
children would not achieve a Junior Certificate or Leaving Certificate but were generally
happy that their needs were being met through alternative programmes. Parent 3D indicated
his satisfaction with the progress his daughter was making in the special school:
Saying that, since she went down to D, she has actually come along way, | wouldn't
have a fear now of her. What she is doing in D, she is happy enough with them....
(Parent 3D)
Parent 2A suggested that FETAC programmes were more appropriate because of the nature
of the assessment structure:
They do FETACTfor thejunior and leaving cert. They do FETAC where it's all based
on their work throughout the year, you know, so that's their level o fexams.... (Parent
2A)
However, Parent 6C was anxious that her child would access some of the post-primary
curriculum through a process of dual enrolment in a local post-primary school and was trying

to find a post-primary school that would facilitate this process:

Well Fm in the process at the minute ofnegotiating with another mainstream school
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to get em, I''m trying to do some shared schooling, if she could do some maybe
Applied Leaving Cert classes in the other school, but maybe still stay in case Cfor a
lotofit.... (Parent 6C)

The pupils in these three cases did not refer to any certification or awards they were pursuing
in the special schools. This may have been because these pupils were all between the ages of

12 and 16 and were still following programmes based on the primary curriculum.

5.3.5.2 Certification in case B
In case B, the school offered the JCSP to pupils up to age 16 and once pupils had
completed this programme they could do the Leaving Certificate Applied (LCA) programme.
However, where pupils were unable to follow the JCSP, an alternative programme based on
the primary curriculum was available. Principal B stated that the JCSP was offered to the
majority of pupils of post-primary age in the school because it was considered well structured
and supported:

The JCSP is structured in modules and you can devise modules yourselffor a
particular school. So it is very well structured and the students can see where they are
going and what they are doing. It is easy to record progress so we certainlyfind it
useful and helpful....(Principal B)

Pupils who followed this programme were able to complete the Junior Certificate in a

limited number o f subjects.

Parents here were more concerned that their children would participate in state examinations
like the Junior Certificate and many, including Parent 2B, expressed satisfaction that their
children were able to avail of this programme like their mainstream peers:

Ifeel it's greatfor him to do this Junior Cert. It means that he has something there
and itjust needs to come out. Hes just like any other first year or second year or
whateveryear hes in....(Parent 2B)
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Pupils in case B referred to the Junior Certificate and LCA programmes particularly with
reference to the assessment aspect of the programme. Pupil 2, group 2B, talked about the
subjects she was undertaking for upcoming examinations and preparation for examinations in
the school:

I picked home ec, maths, English, CSPE and art. We done our mocks last week.

Yesterday we had our art exam and in June we're having the other exams.... {Pupil 2,
group 2B, female aged 15)

Two pupils stated that they were following the LCA programme and described how it was
different to the Leaving Certificate:

Pl: There's two different types ofleaving cert and we're doing the leaving cert
applied

R:  What's the difference?

P2: You do the leaving cert in two years. It's morepractical stuffhere

Pl: Wedo Spanish and English as well
P2; Wedo hair and beauty
PIl: 1do horticulture and studyingplants and animals.... (Pupils 1 and 2, group 3B,

females, aged 16)

These findings highlight the importance of certification to parents and pupils in special
schools for pupils with MGLD. Certification was considered to be important by all
participant groups although there were differences between cases with regard to the type of
certification considered most appropriate. The importance of providing pupils with the
opportunity to access certification programmes similar to their peers was identified in case B
and this has been highlighted in a study of the views of pupils with MGLD on their

educational provision in a special school in Ireland (Motherway, 2009).

5.3.6 Summary offindings in relation to the theme ofcurriculum

The findings presented in relation to the theme of curriculum are relevant to Research
Questions 1, 2 and 3. Difficulties accessing the curriculum in mainstream primary and post-

primary schools were cited as a key reason for the transfer of pupils to special schools for
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pupils with MGLD. The curriculum in mainstream primary schools was viewed as
overloaded with content and increasingly inaccessible to pupils as they progressed into the
middle and senior stages of the school. Mainstream primary teachers experienced difficulties
differentiating the curriculum to meet the needs of all pupils. At post-primary level, the
curriculum was viewed by participants as inaccessible to pupils with MGLD due to the
number of subjects pupils were required to undertake at junior cycle and inappropriate
assessment structures. The curriculum in special schools for pupils with MGLD was viewed
as more appropriate and accessible due to an emphasis on life skills development, the
perception that the curriculum was adapted to suit the level of ability of pupils in special
schools and the provision of alternative programmes which provide pupils the opportunity for
achieving certification. The findings in relation to the curriculum at post-primary level are
supported by a NCCA (2010b) consultation document on the junior cycle stage of post-
primary level which describes the curriculum as rigid with its emphasis on subject-based
learning. This rigidity is compounded by the assessment structure at this stage, namely, the

Junior Certificate examination.

5.4 Theme 3: Supports for pupils with MGLD in mainstream and special schools

Lack of appropriate supports for pupils in mainstream primary and post-primary
schools was frequently cited by participants across all groups and cases as a key factor in the
decision to transfer from mainstream schools to special schools for pupils with MGLD. The
views of participants on supports and resources in mainstream schools are presented here and
due to differences in the nature of these views in relation to mainstream primary, post-
primary and special schools, these are presented separately. Two sub-themes emerged within
this theme, which are presented later in this section. The first related to SNA support in

mainstream schools and the second concerned support for SEBD.
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5.4,1 Supports and resources in mainstream primary schools

There were mixed views in relation to supports and resources for pupils with MGLD
at primary level. Difficulties accessing resources, the general allocation model (GAM) and a
perceived lack of support for pupils in mainstream classes were issues raised in relation to

support for pupils with MGLD in mainstream primary schools.

54.1.1 Access to resources
Teachers and principals expressed concerns in relation to the level of supports
available for pupils with MGLD in mainstream primary schools. These concerns included a
perceived reduction in resources allocated to pupils, with SNA support being most frequently
mentioned as an area where allocation to pupils with MGLD had been reduced. One principal
indicated that it had become very difficult for pupils to meet the criteria for allocation of SNA
support:
Some o fthe children here would have access to an SNA. In thepast itwould have
been one to one butwith the way things have gone, we've hadtofight to gain access
to an SNA and there is a lot ofsharing and things like that.... (Principal mainstream
primary 1A)
One mainstream primary teacher in case D suggested that the reduction in resource allocation
in mainstream primary schools could result in an increase in pupils going to special schools:
With this down turn in the economy, is itgoing to swing back, it's so difficult to get an
SNA, to get resource time, even though it is the parents' choice where they go to
school. I can see it will come to a stage where a SENO willsay - well actually, there
is aplacefor your child in D - ifyou decide to send your child to mainstream there
will be no SNA and no resource time....(Teacher mainstream primary 2D)
Parents whose children had access to resource teaching hours and SNA support in
mainstream primary schools tended to express more positive views that those who struggled

to gain access to these supports. Parents, including Parent 5B, considered SNA support to be

particularly beneficial:



The special needs assistant, | couldnt have asked for better, she was
wonderful... .(Parent 5B)

Parents of pupils who had their SNA support withdrawn were particularly critical as they felt
nothing was put in place to compensate for the loss. Parent 4B suggested that it was very
difficult to access supports in mainstream primary and that it was a continuous struggle to
retain supports even after they had been allocated to pupils:

Hed been in schoolfor three years. | was ringing the departmentfor three years. |
had to threaten to sue in the end....(Parent 4B)

W hile pupils did not comment on access to resources and supports in primary schools, there
was some reference made to support received from SNAs with class work. Pupil 1, group IB
described how his SNA supported him in his mainstream primary school:

She used to sit with me during the day which meantsay ifl was stuck like | would, she

would give me help. During Irish classes, | didn't really like Irish too much because I

have epilepsy as well, so it was too muchfor me so we just did something else while

they did Irish.... (Pupil 1, group 1B, male aged 12)

5.4.1.2 General Allocation Model

There was aview expressed by teachers and principals in mainstream schools that the
introduction of the GAM had resulted in a reduction of support for pupils with MGLD and
one teacher in a mainstream primary school in case C indicated that pupils with MGLD
would no longer be considered a priority when selecting pupils for psychological assessment.
This was because the outcome of such assessments would not result in any additional
resource allocation for pupils with MGLD:

It's awful really because when those children were in a category they were getting a

dedicated time and they were entitled to it and I think now they are the big losers.

They are the children that are the hardest to teach but they are getting the same as the

child that maybe has fallen behind. There is nothing to identify them as a special

group and I do think that they miss out there is nothing to be gainedfor the school
from having assessmentsfor MGLD,...{teacher mainstream primary C1)
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Principal A suggested that the GAM had resulted in a loss of appropriate support for pupils
with MGLD, particularly those who did not have additional needs:

Ifyou have a child with straightforward MGLD, no speech problems, very well
socially adapted, just has the learning difficulty, that child nowadays is much more
likely tofall through everybody’s net because they are notgoing to get extra support
in mainstream school and they possibly wont get into our school because other

children with more complex needs need theplace more than them Principal A

The findings highlight a perception amongst teachers and parents that supports and resources
for pupils with MGLD are difficult to access in mainstream primary schools. The findings
also highlight a perception among teachers in mainstream and special schools that the GAM
is an inadequate method of resource allocation for these pupils. These views echo those of
Stevens and Moore (2009), who are especially critical of the lack of guidelines issued to

schools in relation to resource allocation and support for pupils with MGLD.

5.4.1.3 Supportin mainstream classes

Some principals and teachers in mainstream schools referred to the difficulties faced
by teachers in providing support for pupils with MGLD in mainstream classes. It was
suggested that this was due to class size and the varying levels of ability of pupils in classes.
There was a suggestion from one teacher that pupils without SEN were not receiving the
same level of attention in classes as those with SEN and that some parents were aware of this:

Mainstream schoolfor a lot of children just won't work. I have 35 children in my

class this year, two classes, and there are a whole range ofdisabilities there, there is

no time, there just is no time because it is getting to a stage now where parents of

children of normal intelligence are saying - but my child isn't getting that kind of

attention - and they have apoint.... (Teacher mainstream primary 2D)

Some of the principals and teachers in special schools suggested that teachers in mainstream

primary schools lacked knowledge and experience in meeting the needs of pupils with SEN.
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There was a view, expressed by Teacher 2B, that although pupils were present in the classes,
they were not participating:
| ve one boy in my class who talked about he hated his old school because there were
three of them and they were ignored in their own school, they were just left at the
back ofthe class.... (Teacher 2B)
Some parents, such as Parent ID, were critical of the support received by their children in
mainstream primary classrooms. They suggested that mainstream class teachers had
insufficient knowledge or training in the area of SEN. There was a view that mainstream
class teachers did not have time to support pupils:
They would have the qualifications for ityou know they would have done whatever.
The mainstream teachers don't have that and as well as that they don't have the
time... (Parent ID)
The pupils did not generally comment on the quality of provision in mainstream primary
schools. Some pupils, including Pupil 1A, mentioned difficulties getting help in mainstream
classes and reported having been left on their own to do their work:
The teacher wouldn'tcome to my table when | asked her. I put my hand up and said |
iieeded help and she said no try them yourselfand I said | already did it and she said

try some more and I said I cantit's hard....You ask the teacher to helpyou andyou're
waiting andyou're waiting and two hours later she's here.... (Pupil 1A, female, aged

12)
The findings indicate a perception that teachers in mainstream primary schools lack expertise
in meeting the needs of pupils with SEN. This view has been identified in previous studies
where the level of expertise of teachers has been called into question and a need for further

training has been identified (O’Gorman & Drudy, 2010; Shevlin, Kenny & Loxley, 2008).

5.4.2 Access to resources in mainstream post-primary schools
Principals in post-primary schools agreed that there was a lack of continuity in

support from mainstream primary, as supports had to be reapplied for when pupils enrolled in
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the post-primary school. One deputy principal indicated that the school had no control over
resource allocation:
What the child has in primary school doesn 'tfollow into secondary school. Thatk

nothing to do with (school), thats the whole system....(Deputy principal mainstream
post-primary C)

The principals and teachers in the special schools suggested that the lack of certainty
regarding entitlement to support in mainstream post-primary was very off-putting for some
parents and they were more likely to send the pupils to the special school instead. Principal B
suggested that a reduction in resources at post-primary level affected pupils’ progress there:
It appears to be that the supports at primary school are not available to the same
extent in post-primary... | think that generally, the youngsters that have gone to post-
primary who have come to us afterward, we have found were very lost in post-
primary.... (Principal Bj
Many parents suggested that there were insufficient resources available for pupils in post-
primary schools. Parent 2B expressed her disappointment at the level of support her son
received while in the post-primary school, while Parent 4D expressed her concern that
teachers in post-primary schools did not have the knowledge required to support her son’s
needs:
They said they were going to have someone in the class with him like an SNA and that
they would keep me informed as to how he was doing. K said he didnt have anyone
with him at all, seemingly they couldnt getfundingfor it, to get someone to sit with
him and so, the teachers used to take it upon themselves to sit down beside him and
help him with the work...(Parent 2B)
Up here in teachers' minds... they are not trainedfor this, this is what is thrown at
you.. | haven't been trained to teach kids with special needs so | don't know....{ Parent
4D)
5.4.3 Supervision inpost-primary schools

A lack of appropriate supervision of pupils with MGLD outside of class time was an

issue of concern for parents of pupils who had transferred to the special school. Some
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parents, including Parent IB, indicated that a lack of adequate supervision of pupils outside
of class time could leave their children vulnerable to bullying or engaging in appropriate
behaviours:
| said to her what happens when he comes out the door, what happens when he’ in
theyard, whatsort ofsupports will be therefor him? | said he's very vulnerable, he’s

very gullible and hes so desperate to bepartofa group that he can be very easily
influenced by hispeer group....( Parent 1B)

Parents of pupils who had medical needs or physical disabilities, also expressed concern for
their children’s safety in the busy environment of a post-primary school. Parent 1C expressed

these concerns:

Well my biggest worry was, the day | wentinto the C, I actually wentin the wrong
door, and | met loads ofclassroomsfinishing class and they alljust cameflying
outon the corridor and I thought ‘O my God’ ...it was like a stampede... and I
thought O my God, you d gettrampled here . Because ofherpeg and special
needs, | thoughtyoujust beploughed down and I thought No, its notfor her....
(Parent 1C)

It was accepted by principals in post-primary schools that pupils could be susceptible to
bullying while unsupervised and that this had happened in the case of pupils who had
transferred in the past. The deputy principal of a mainstream post-primary school in case C
said that, while the school provided adequate supervision for all pupils during break times, no
school could guarantee complete supervision for pupils:
The school has an adequate level ofsupervision for people that’s all students. Every
school will have recreational activities to the best oftheir ability during breaktimes.

No school can guarantee complete supervision for pupils during breaks....(Deputy
principal mainstream post-primary C)

These findings highlight a perception among participant groups that the level of support and
resource allocation for pupils with MGLD was inadequate. A lack of continuity of supports

from primary and the perception that there were inadequate levels of supervision were
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identified as reasons for transfer by parents, principals and teachers. These findings are
supported by those of Armstrong et al. (2010) who found that parents of pupils in primary
schools were more likely to report that their child was in receipt of resource teaching hours

and SNA support than parents of pupils with SEN in mainstream post-primary schools.

5.4.4 Resources and supports in special schools
There was a perception across all cases that the special school could offer more
resources and supports to pupils. These included teacher expertise and SNA support. The role
of the special school in organising placements in vocational and training centres for pupils

when they reached 18 was considered a very important part of educational provision.

5.4.4.1 Expertise inspecial schools

There was a perception, expressed by some parents, that the teachers in special
schools had greater expertise and training in the area of SEN that their mainstream
counterparts. Some parents felt that the teachers in special schools had a greater
understanding of the needs of the pupils and that teaching was adapted to suit these needs.
Parent 4D indicated that teachers in special schools had a greater understanding of the needs
of pupils than those in mainstream schools:

They know ifJ is not getting something or he is getting contrary which is the case

with kids with special needs, you need to take a breakfrom it. I don't think ordinary

teachers have that concept especially if they haven't worked with them before,

they are notgoing to understand that....(Parent 4D)
While some principals in the special schools referred to extra courses attended by teachers,
they did not express the view that teachers in special schools had any additional, or different,

training. Some teachers referred to the use of adapted teaching approaches to meet the

learning needs of pupils while others indicated that teachers’ experience in working with
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pupils with SEN was a feature of provision in special schools. Teacher 3A suggested that
teachers in special schools used different methods or approaches than teachers in mainstream
schools:

I don't think we have better skills than mainstream teachers, wejust have a different

way of teaching or doing certain things, that maybe they wouldn't have the

opportunity ofdoing because maybe their class is a mainstream class and maybe that

one special needs child goes out to resource. It's hard to say really.... (Teacher 3A)
One principal of a mainstream primary school in case D expressed the view that teachers in
special schools had greater expertise in the areaof SEN than those in mainstream schools:

| think the disability level that a mainstream school can't caterfor because there is a

greater needfor expertise than whatyou have.... Principal mainstream primary D
These findings highlight a perception amongst parents and teachers in mainstream schools
that teachers have greater expertise in special schools which is similar to the findings of Ware

et al.’s (2009) study of the role of special schools and classes. However, Ware et al. found

that there were disparities in expertise and qualifications amongst teachers in special schools.

5.4.4.2 Special Needs Assistant (SNA) supportin special schools
Teachers and principals in special schools agreed that the SNAs played an important
role in supporting pupils in the classes. The SNAs supported the pupils with their care needs
and their school work. There was a view that the role of the SNA should incorporate support
for all aspects of pupils’ needs including care, academic, social and behavioural needs.
Teacher 3C described her working relationship with the SNA in her class:
I know they are supposed to be therefor the care needs butin our setting at the

end ofthe day we all work together and there is no such thing in my room that I 'm
the teacher andyou re the SNA andyou ‘re down there. ...(Teacher 3C)
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Some parents stressed the importance of SNA support for their children, particularly those
with medical needs. Other parents, including Parent 3A, referred to the SNAs role in
supporting pupils with class work:
She might take them out on a one to one, or two or three in a group based on who all
goes out. It might be their reading or spelling or maths. The whole class would have
SNA support.... (Parent 3A)
The pupils referred to SNAs as people who would help them when they found their work
difficult. Some pupils, including Pupil 3C, considered the SNAs to have a teaching role and

referred to them as other teachers in the class rather than SNAs:

Theres other teachers in the classroom they help you too....you ask them, you say
Miss, can | have some help please, and theyjust come over....(Pupil 3C, female aged
15)

The findings indicate a perception amongst participant groups that SNAs play an important
role in supporting pupils5academic and care needs. Logan’'s (2006) study of SNA support
revealed similar findings, with both teachers and principals advocating that the role of the

SNA should include learning support activities.

5.4.4.3 Placementat 18years ofage
Placement for pupils when they reached the age of 18 emerged very strongly as an
issue especially amongst parents across all cases. Many parents referred to the fact that pupils
were placed in vocational and training centres when they reached 18 years of age and this
kind of assistance was considered very important for pupils when they left school. Parent 1A
indicated that this influenced the decision to transfer their child to the special school:
Well that was another consideration sending her here because when she did herfive

or sixyears here they would help her get onto a training course.... (Parent 1A)

Some parents, including Parent 4C, were also hopeful that the pupils might be placed in
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employment on leaving school:

She willgetajob through the school. They go roundplaces and try to get them in, you

know.... (Parent 4C)
The principals in some of the primary and post-primary schools also referred to this aspect of
the special school’s provision. There was a suggestion from the principal of one post-primary
school that special schools had links with training centres and other organisations which
provided placements for pupils with MGLD, whereas mainstream schools could not offer the
same support with transition at this stage:

It's not that easy to get into the special schemes so when he got into the special school

we said that was the bestwayfor him.... (Principal mainstream post-primary A)
Principals and teachers in special schools across cases highlighted their role in supporting
pupils with the selection of placements. Principal B described some of the placement options
available to pupils:

Its usually something like the National Learning Network would be a follow-on,

....services would take youngsters that are less academic. They offer gardening,
horticulture and stable management, which would be an attractive option... (Principal

B)
None of the pupils interviewed stated that they would go to a training centre when they left
the special school. Many pupils indicated they would go to college while others described the
kind ofjobs they would like to do when they left school. Pupils 1 and 2, group 3B, identified
some of their choices:

R: Whatdo you do when you'refinished here?

Pl: Lookfor ajob orgo to college, itdepends whatyou want to do. I dontreally
know, a cookery course or something.
P2: I'd like to be a hairdresser....(Pupils 1 and 2, group 3B, females aged 16)

The findings illustrate the perceptions of parents, principals and teachers that special schools

played an important role in supporting pupils with placements when they reached 18 years of



133

age. The perception that post-school outcomes are enhanced for pupils attending special
schools is supported by Fahey’s (2006) study of post-school outcomes for past-pupils of a
special school for pupils with MGLD, which found that the majority of participants

progressed to some form of full-time training on graduation from the special school.

5.4.5 Theme 3 - Sub-theme 1: Difficulties arising from SNA support in mainstream
schools

5.4.5.1 Dependence on SNA support in mainstream primary schools

Dependence of pupils, parents and teachers on SNA support was a theme which
emerged across all cases. A few parents, including Parent 6A, expressed the view that the
SNA did not enable the pupil to develop independence:

She was taking the books outfor him and that's not what I wanted. | wanted him to be

independent not someone taking the books outfor him.... (Parent 6A)
However, there was also a view that the SNA helped protect the pupils from bullying or
teasing by classmates. Other parents were happy that the SNA did everything with pupils and
an SNA was described by Parent 4D as a second mother to the pupil:

But the fact of him having an SNA was a bonus and we used to say she was like a

second mammy. She used to do everything with him....{Parent 4D)
Teachers in special schools stated that pupils who transferred had acquired a level of learned
helplessness and that it took some time before pupils could engage in a task without constant
adult supervision. There was also a view, expressed by Teacher 1C, that social development
had been inhibited by the constant presence of the SNA in the mainstream class:

ljust say no to R, my assistant, she knows not to do it, she knows to stand back
and if theres needfor them to be shown something, how to wash something, then
gradually, you know, butyou have to give them the opportunity. Butl can see that
in mainstream you just couldn %you know.... Another thing as well is that they go
through school life with an adult. Now what child should go through life with an
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adult at its side all the time....(Teacher 1C)

There was some acknowledgment from principals and teachers in mainstream schools that
there was a certain level of dependence on SNAs to support pupils but it was suggested that
this was unavoidable given the numbers in classes. One principal argued that the SNA
provided support by keeping pupils on task in mainstream classes:
That has been said to us that maybe some children are a little dependent on the SNA
but we wouldn 't be able to keep the child in the school ifwe didn't have the SNA to
withdraw them or keep them on task....(Principal mainstream primary B)
Some of the pupils indicated that they found it easier to cope in the mainstream when they
had access to a SNA and found it difficult to work independently when the SNA was
withdrawn. Some also highlighted the role of SNA support in the special schools as someone
who helped them with their work. Pupil 2C referred to the SNA who supported her in

primary school as her best friend:

P2: My bestfriend, she was my special needs (assistant), she would copy stufffor
me and give me booksfrom thepeople that make theprint bigger.

R: Your best friend, was that a girl in your class?

P2: No, she was my special needs....(Pupil 2C, female, aged 12)

5.4.5.2 Resentment ofSNA support in mainstream schools

Principals and teachers in special schools highlighted resentment of SNA support as
an issue for pupils with MGLD in mainstream schools. The pupils’ resentment of the SNA
and the constant presence of the SNA caused difficulties for some pupils as they were seen as
different to their peers. Teacher 2A described one pupil’s experience of SNA support in a
mainstream school:

One boy inparticular, thisyear, has spoken to me that he had an SNA with him last

year and he camefrom aprimary school and hejust hated that whole thing and he

didn'tget on with her and the relationship wasn'tgood, you know. I'm notsure why it

got to thatstage but he actually resented having onepersonfor him andprobably
nobody else had that....(Teacher 2A)
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The principal of a mainstream post-primary school in case D recounted how the presence of
an SNA had been the cause of upset and frustration for a pupil who had subsequently
transferred from the school:
He had an SNA appointed and he didn't often like the idea ofhaving an SNA. He had
a veryfunny attitude, like he would expect the SNA to carry his bag or there was an
incident where there was a bag in the way of his chair and he wouldn't move it, he
wanted her to move it. He was quite difficult and he didn'tparticularly like the SNA
for nogood reason that |l could see. So this became an issue and a couple oftimes he
lost his temper andproduced an amazing string oflanguage....( Principal mainstream
post-primary D)
These findings highlight a perception amongst some parents and teachers that pupils became
dependent on SNA support in mainstream schools and that, for some pupils, the constant
presence of an SNA was a source of upset and resentment. These findings are supported by
those of previous studies (e.g., Giangreco & Broer, 2005; Vincett, Cremin & Thomas, 2005)

which have identified problems relating to over-dependency and social isolation of pupils in

receipt of SNA support.

5.4.6 Theme 3: Sub-theme 2 Support for social, emotional and behavioural difficulties

There was a perception expressed by many participants that pupils experiencing
SEBD received greater support in special schools than in mainstream schools. Pupils did not
express a view on this issue. Some parents expressed the view that mainstream schools were
ill-equipped to deal with the behavioural and social difficulties experienced by pupils who
had transferred. They indicated that the main approach employed in mainstream schools to
deal with behavioural problems was to remove the pupil from the classroom. There was also
some criticism of the way social difficulties had been dealt with while pupils were in
mainstream schools. Some parents, including Parent 6C, felt there was a lack of
understanding on the part of teachers:

Like 11l give you an example that the school were going away on a trip away
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somewhere one day and they had to get a big, a huge bus for this trip and my
daughter was awake most ofthe nightfretting because she knew that no one would sit
beside her. So | rang up somebody in the schoolyou know to say that before they left
could they make sure that somehow that someone would sit beside her, that she
wouldn't be left on her own. So, the teacher stood up and said how John, itsyour
turn to sit beside X, now Maryyou can swap over now, Mary itsyour turn’ That type
ofthing to me shows a great lack ofunderstanding.... (Parent 6C)

There was a perception amongst parents and mainstream teachers that pupils’ emotional and
behavioural difficulties would be addressed in special schools in a more effective way than in

mainstream. Parent 3B expressed this view:

Ifa child is down in any way at all that child is seen to and brought out and whatever
that need is, its seen straightaway. Its notfestering.... (Parent 3B)

There was some agreement from teachers in mainstream schools that some of the pupils’
behavioural and social difficulties were not adequately addressed while they were in
mainstream primary schools. Some of these teachers acknowledged that they found the
behavioural difficulties of pupils who had transferred very difficult to deal with in a
classroom situation. One mainstream primary teacher described her difficulties coping with
the behaviours presented by a pupil who subsequently transferred to case D:
There were many days when | went to theprincipaland said ljust can't deal with him.
The kids are terrified, he is throwing stuffaround, nobody is able to hold him. He was
big and very aggressive.... (Teacher mainstream primary ID)
Another mainstream primary teacher in case C suggested that special schools were better
equipped to deal with behavioural difficulties:
Probably because they have a higher tolerance level and they have more ways of
coping with children there..they have their time-out ....(Teacher mainstream primary
1C)
Principals of post-primary schools also stated that they did not have the facilities or supports

in the schools to deal with some of the emotional and behavioural problems experienced by
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some pupils and one principal suggested that it was not always in the pupils’ best interests to
attend mainstream schools that did not have adequate supports:
Here we have children with emotional problems and ADHD, we would have to ask
theirparents to ask their GP to refer them on to X Child and Family Care Centre and
there's a six month waiting list to get in there. So, in one sense, taking children who
have very special needs, which we don't normally on a day to day deal with; you have
to be very cognisant of the fact thatyou may be doing more damage. It's a big ask
....(Principal mainstream post-primary A)
Teachers in special schools referred to the sometimes challenging behaviours presented and
suggested that experience of such behaviours over time had provided them with the skills
necessary to cope in these situations. Teacher 2A described how she learned to cope with
difficult behaviours exhibited by pupils at times:
Sometimes the children can be very confrontational, especially the older children and
they can be very, | mean the language they can use towards a member ofstaffthat can
affect a member, or the level ofviolence that they might try to, or you might witness,
can be quite difficult especially. 1 can remember the rawness ofthat in the beginning.
You do learn to cope with that.... (Teacher 2A)
These findings indicate a perception that pupils receive greater support for SEBD in special
schools than in mainstream schools. Teachers and principals in mainstream schools
acknowledged difficulties in coping with challenging behaviours in the class environment.
These findings are supported by a recent report by Cooper and Jacobs (2011), who identify
the need for teachers to develop a basic knowledge of behavioural and cognitive behavioural

principles, and their application, in the promotion of good behaviour, emotional well-being

and positive social adjustment.

5.4.7 Summary offindings in relation to supports and resources in mainstream and
special schools.
The findings in relation to the theme of supports and resources for pupils with MGLD

in mainstream and special schools are relevant to Research Questions 1, 2 and 3. A perceived
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lack of appropriate supports and resources was one of the main reasons cited for the transfer
of pupils to special schools for pupils with MGLD. In mainstream schools, a perception that
supports were being reduced and a lack of support in mainstream classes were cited as
reasons for transfer. The GAM was identified by teachers and principals as having
contributed to a decrease in levels of support for pupils with MGLD in the current study. This
model of support has been criticised in terms of the capacity of schools to provide adequate
support for pupils with MGLD (Stevens & O’Moore, 2009). At post-primary level, the need
to reapply for supports, as well as a perceived lack of appropriate supervision of pupils, were
cited as reasons for transfer.

There was a perception amongst all participant groups that pupils received a greater level of
supports in special schools particularly in relation to support for pupils with SEBD and SNA
support. However, an over-reliance on SNA support and resentment by some pupils of SNA
support in mainstream primary and post-primary schools were difficulties highlighted by
parents and teachers in mainstream and special schools. The role of the SNA in supporting
teachers of pupils with MGLD in mainstream schools was highlighted as important in
keeping pupils on task. Despite the importance attached to the role of the SNA by participants
in this study, there is currently no evidence to support the view that pupils’ outcomes are
better for those who receive SNA support in mainstream schools (Blatchford, Russell,
Bassett, Brown & Martin, 2007). However, Blatchford et al. did find that the presence of a
support assistant in the classroom facilitated more individualised teacher attention towards
pupils which is consistent with the views expressed by teachers in the current study.

The perception amongst parents and teachers in mainstream schools that there was greater
support for pupils with SEBD in special schools highlights the need for greater supports and
professional development for teachers in mainstream schools in this area. However, the

perception that teachers in special schools have greater expertise due to professional
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development in the area of SEN is not supported by the evidence of studies (Ware et al.,
2009). Teachers in special schools in the current study attributed their expertise to years of
experience rather than extra qualifications.

Parents and teachers in special schools agreed that support with placement for pupils when
they reached 18 years of age was an important aspect of provision in special schools and was
identified by some parents as a key factor in their decision to transfer their children from

mainstream schools.

5.5 Theme 4: School structure and organization
School structure and organization in post-primary mainstream schools, as well as
class sizein both primary and post-primary schools, were factors which influenced the

decision to transfer pupils to special schools for pupils with MGLD.

5.5.1 Class size in mainstream primary schools
Teachers and principals in mainstream schools considered class size at primary level
to be a cause of difficulty for teachers. Teacher ID in a mainstream primary school expressed
concern that there was little time to meet the needs of all pupils and cope with behavioural
and learning difficulties:
We have large classes. When you have a child with a difficulty and children
like S with a behavioural difficulty it is hard to deal with in a big class where
you are trying to get everything done....(Teacher mainstream primary ID)
Teachers and principals in special schools, including Principal C, also agreed that it would be
very difficult for a mainstream teacher to meet the needs of pupils who had transferred in a
situation where there were large numbers of pupils:
Ifyou'’ve a child in a class ofthirty and one teacher and no SNA and they e

not getting that wee bit of extra help that they need they just getfrustrated,
and thats it.... (Principal C)



140

Parent 4B indicated that classes were too large and this made it difficult for teachers to
provide support and that the noise level in a large class had posed difficulties for her son:

| felt that he needed a quieter environment. Another big thing was that there
was 32 in his class. ljustfelt there was a lotgoing on.... (Parent 4B)

Parent 4B ’s son also referred to class size in relation to his experience in mainstream primary.
He described his class as 'mental’:
..wellyou see there was like 30people in the class in A 5, it was really mental.
..(Pupil 2, group IB, male, aged 12)
The perception amongst participant groups in this study that large classes in mainstream
schools were detrimental to pupils’ progress is not supported by evidence of studies on the
relationship between class size and achievement (OECD, 2010). However, there is some
evidence to suggest that low-achieving pupils benefit from small class size in the early years

at school (Blatchford et al., 2003).

5.5.2 School structure in mainstream post-primary schools

School structure in mainstream post-primary schools was another theme which
emerged across all cases. Principals of mainstream primary and post-primary schools referred
to potential difficulties the structure of post-primary schools could cause for pupils. It was
acknowledged that smaller classes were desirable for pupils with MGLD and that the
transition from primary could cause problems where there was no base class, or teacher, for
the pupils. As the principal of one post-primary school stated:

There is a very different structure atprimary level. Students may become used to a

cosy environment in primary school and the leap required in the transition to post-

primary can be difficultfor all students. The special school has a structure which is
close to thatofaprimaryschool...(Principal post-primary mainstream B)
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Teachers and principals in the special schools also referred to the difficulties posed by the
change in structure from mainstream primary to post-primary schools. Teacher D described
some areas of difficulty including class changes and timetables:
It is too difficult, there is a huge onus on kids tofind their way around a schoolfrom
class to class for a start, to follow timetables that are very complicated, carry so
many books and that sort ofthing. A lot of the kids we have they are the areas they
have problems in, organising themselves  (Teacher D)
Many parents felt that their children would not have coped with the number of different
classes, subjects and teachers. Some suggested that the pupils’ lack of organisational skills
would have made it too difficult to negotiate a busy timetable and to remember all the
material required for different subjects. The physical layout of large schools was also
considered a problem for some pupils, especially where there were stairs involved. Parents
worried for the safety of the pupils in such circumstances. Parent IB described some of these
issues:
He wouldnt have had the organizational skills to be able to cope with all those

different teachers and the timetable and different books. It would have been a little bit
more than he would have managed....(Parent I1B)

One pupil suggested that finding your way, and negotiating materials and a locker, in a post-
primary schools could be very worrying:
And you get very confused because you don't know where you are going. You get
lockersfor stuffand you¥e worrying you might lose some ofthe stuffor it might be
stolen. You wouldn't want that.... (Pupil 2, group 4B, female aged 15)
5.5.3 Schoolstructure in special schools
Although pupils did change classrooms and teachers for some classes, particularly in
the middle and senior sections of the schools, pupils always had a base class and teacher in

the special schools. This was viewed as an important feature of special schools by teachers,

principals and parents who referred to this issue. Principals and teachers stated that the
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structure of the special schools suited the pupils because it was similar to the structure in
primary schools. The small number of pupils in each class in special schools was also seen as
an advantage to these pupils compared to the larger classes in mainstream schools. As
Teacher 3A stated:
Firstofallyou have smaller classes, your base class is the same set up as inprimary
school, you are in a certain room with a certain teacher and it’s easierfor students to
find their way around because they know on a Friday at 2 o clock, they go to home

economics or on a Monday morning at 10 they have P.E. Thats easy when you are
startingfrom the same base class all the time. ...(Teacher 3A)

The principal of one of the mainstream schools suggested that while a mainstream post-
primary school could prove overwhelming for pupils with MGLD, the special school was
much smaller and less intimidating:

Also B is quite a small little set up. I think in a secondary school it's over whelming

whereas here, they have two secondary school classes.... (Principal Mainstream
Primary B)

Parents also referred to the benefits of smaller number classes in special schools in each of
the cases. This was seen by Parent 3D to be a huge advantage in terms of the time and
attention that could be devoted to each pupil:
The way the classrooms are done, they are not huge big rooms, they don't have a lot
o fkids to think about at any one time which is easierfor the kids to learn. When the

classrooms are too packed, it's more serious. There is only eight or ten in the
classes....(Parent 3D)

Some of the pupils stated that they preferred the way the special schools were structured. One
pupil, in case B, expressed his preference for having a post-primary and primary section in
the one school as it meant there was less change in terms of teachers and pupils:

And | like the idea thatyou e not changing the school, you get to stay in it
with the teachers and the samepeople.... (Pupil 2, Group 2B, male aged 15)
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These findings indicate a perception among participant groups that some pupils with MGLD
experience difficulties adjusting to the change in structures between primary and post-
primary mainstream schools. There is evidence to support this view, including McCauley
(2009), who argues that inconsistencies in structures create challenges for pupils with SEN in

relation to organisation, curriculum and in personal and social areas.

5.5.4 Summary offindings in relation to schools structure and organisation

The findings in relation to the theme of structure and organisation of mainstream and
special schools are particularly relevant to Research Questions 2 and 3. All participant groups
considered the smaller class size and similarities in structure between primary and special
schools as features which enhanced the educational provision for pupils with MGLD who had
transferred from mainstream to special schools across all cases. However, studies, including
Bennett (1998), suggest that class size is one contextual factor, alongside other factors,
including curriculum policy and school organisation, which interact with teacher and pupil
characteristics to mediate classroom processes and educational outcomes. The finding that
participants expressed a preference for continuity of structure from primary to special schools
is supported by the findings of other studies which indicate that the majority of pupils who

transfer do so at the end of primary school (Kelly & Devitt, 2010; Ware et al., 2009).

5.6 Theme 5: Choice

The theme of choice emerged across all cases in relation to research questions 1 and
4, This theme illustrated the role played by professionals, such as teachers and psychologists,
in the transfer process and is subdivided into two areas, including the decision-making

process and access to mainstream post-primary schools.
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5.6.1 The decision-making process

Many parents, across all cases, described how the decision to transfer their children to
a special school for pupils with MGLD was based on the recommendations of teachers and
principals in mainstream schools. This usually happened when the pupil reached the senior
classes in primary schools. It was usually a resource teacher or the principal who first
suggested that parents should consider a placement for the pupil in a special school. Some of
the parents, including Parent 3D, indicated that they had not considered a special school
placement for their children until this recommendation was made:

I had never heard ofD ever until theprincipal mentioned it here on thephone one

evening she rang me and she said do you know where it is and | said not a clue

... .(Parent3D)
Many parents in case B described how they had been advised to accept, or seek, a placement
in a special school from principals and teachers in post-primary schools. Some, like Parent
7B, described how this recommendation was made based on the pupils’ performance in
school entrance examinations:

The headmaster said when he did the entrance exam, he said he wouldn't keep up and

he said that by 16 he ‘dprobably have left school and be on the street, he couldnt

cope. So thats actually why we decided on B....(Parent 7B)
A small number of parents were told that their children could be excluded from classes as
they would not be able to access the curriculum in post-primary schools. Parent 2B described
how she was summoned to the post-primary school after her son had started and asked to
consider an alternative placement:

They realized that theyjust couldnt caterfor him. So thats why, apartfrom worrying

about him, she called me in to see ifthere was anything else I could dofor him, get

him transferredsomewhere....(? exeat 2B)

Parent 1A was told that while her child could enrol in the school, she would probably be

excluded from participating in the curriculum due to her learning difficulties:
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So we went to the mainstream schools and we spoke to theprincipal and he said that
where he would be welcome to have her but, according to her academic record she
wouldn't be able to sitJunior Certor anything like that and he alsofelt, he was o fthe
opinion, that she might end up in the office with the secretary and that, doing little
jobs, you know ....(Parent 1A)
For some parents, the recommendation of placement in a special school came from a
professional outside the school, including psychologists, or other agencies involved in the
assessment and intervention process. Parent 5A was among these:
I got him reassessed and the school had recommended and the psychiatrist
recommended that he go to a special needs school. The man said ...he’ll always be

the bottom o fthe class in mainstream but he 11be up straightyou know, in the top two
or three, in special needs.... (Parent 5A)

Twoparents, including Parent 6B, stated that they had been refused a place for their children
in post-primary schools due to the pupils” SEN:
| was trying to keep her local. | wanted to keep herin mainstream. | didn 't want a

special school. I tried one in K but they said no,they didn 7 take special needs
children.. ..(Parent 6B)

Principals and teachers in the special schools suggested that most referrals of pupils to the
school came directly from mainstream schools or psychologists. This usually happened when
pupils were in the senior end of primary, although principals stated that pupils were
sometimes referred at an earlier stage. Teacher 2B agreed that most pupils transferred at the
end of primary school based on the recommendation of teachers and psychologists:
A lot of them transferred just after sixth class. It was on a recommendation, they
weren't keeping up inprimary. The teachersfelt, and obviously the psychologistsfelt,
that they wouldnt hack it as such in a mainstream post-primary school so they were
recommended to come here.... (Teacher 2B)
Principal B suggested that professionals, including teachers, principals, psychologists or

social workers were more involved with the transfer process where it was considered that

parents were reluctant to instigate the process of transfer of pupils to the special school:
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I think that teachers andpsychologists have more inclined, or even social workers are
inclined to do it if they think parents are reluctant or having difficulties making that
kind ofcontact... .(Principal B)
Not all mainstream principals, or teachers, at primary and post-primary levels stated that they
had made recommendations to parents to seek placement for a pupil in a special school. One
principal of a primary school said that they advised, rather than recommended, that the
special school was the best placement for a pupil:
Theyd lookfor our advice and in that conversation the idea ofa special school might
come up. They may raise it initially or sometimes the school mightputitthere as an
option. ... Principal mainstream primary 2A
One principal of a primary school in case A suggested that the recommendation of a
placement in a special school for pupils with MGLD was only made to parents who were less
likely to oppose such arecommendation:
Generally their desire would be to send them to a mainstream secondary school and
generally it wouldn t be recommended if it was felt the parent would be against
it....(Principal mainstream primary 1A)
W hile principals of post-primary schools stated that they would not refuse to enrol a pupil on
the basis of SEN, one principal of a post-primary school in case A suggested that some
principals were reluctant to enrol pupils if they felt that the school did not have adequate
resources to support pupils, especially where behavioural difficulties were involved:
You see the whole idea is thatyou don't want to get the name oftakingpeople injust
to expel them afterwards because ofthe behavioural patterns or because ofemotional
difficulties that you may not be able to cope with in the school. ....(Principal
mainstream post-primary A)
In response to questions about the decision to come to the special schools, the majority of
pupils indicated that it had been their parents’ decision to send them to their present school.

Most pupils, including Pupil 1D, stated that they had been told by their parents that they were

going to the special schools:
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Why did you pick Case D?
Basically I think my mother did that....(Pupil 1D, male, aged 14)
Only two pupils indicated that they had made the decision to transfer with their parents. Pupil
2A was one of these:
We came to visit the school to see what it was like and then me and mom sat down
and chatted about the school and | said Ifeelfine about going to this school and then
she rang the school and said is R going to the school and they said yes. So | was
really happy then....(Pupil 2A, female, aged 13)
Pupil 3C suggested that the decision to transfer to the special school was made by her

teachers in mainstream primary school:

R: Why did you come to this school?

P3:...mmm...cos 1was sent here.

R: Who sent you here?

P3: the teachers in (national school)

R: What did they say?

P3:1 don Yknow but they told my mum and so | came here then....(Pupil 3C, female,
aged 15)

Only one pupil referred to the refusal on the part of mainstream schools to enrol pupils with
SEN:
Some other schools, ifthey have learning difficulties, theyjust say go away  (Pupil
1A, female, aged 13)
The finding that some pupils with MGLD were reported by participants as having
experienced difficulties gaining access to mainstream post-primary schools echoes the
findings of a study by Kenny et al. (2005) on access for pupils with GLD and Down
Syndrome. More recently, Armstrong et al. (2010) found that parents of pupils with complex

needs reported difficulties gaining access for their children to mainstream schools.
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5.6.2 Summary offindings in relation to the theme ofchoice

The findings presented in relation to the theme of choice are relevant to Research
Questions 1 and 4. A recommendation from a professional including principals, teachers and
psychologists was cited by many parents as a key factor influencing the decision to transfer a
pupil from mainstream schools to special schools for pupils with MGLD. With regard to the
role played by parents, pupils and professionals in the decision-making process, the findings
clearly indicate that many parents adopted a subordinate role in this process and that the
majority of pupils were not involved in decision-making in relation to their educational
provision.
The finding that parents played a subordinate role to professionals with regard to the decision
to seek admission for their children in special schools echoes the findings of Kelly and
Devitt’s (2010) study of the transfer of pupils from mainstream to special schools in Ireland.
In addition to this, the findings of the current study also indicate that some pupils were
reported to have been refused access to post-primary schools on the basis of their SEN, and
that this was more likely to happen if pupils had complex needs including SEBD. These
findings are supported by an audit of enrolment policy (DES, 2007), which indicates wide

variations in the number of pupils with SEN enrolled in post-primary schools.

5.7 Theme 6: Transition to special schools

The transition from mainstream schools to the special schools was a difficult one for
some pupils and parents. Principals and teachers in all cases described how the schools
endeavoured to make this process as easy as possible for pupils. Despite this, it took some
pupils a considerable time to come to terms with the fact that they were in a special school.
Some parents also reported that they found the transition difficult. Stigma was a sub-theme

here and the findings in relation to this are presented following the participants views on
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experiences of the transfer to special schools for pupils with MGLD.

5.7.1 Pupils experience ofthe transferprocess

Principals and teachers in special schools across all cases described the difficulties
experienced by many pupils in the transfer from mainstream schools. These difficulties
included acceptance of being in a special school, being separated from their friends in
mainstreams schools and adjusting to a new routine in the special schools. Teacher 2A
described some of these difficulties in relation to one pupil who transferred:

He came in at 14 and really he had a very difficult adjusting time to this school. It

would appear in his other school, he knew he couldn't cope with the academic

programme, the curriculum, so he became the helper in the school, the gofor. So he

was allowed to do all thejobs in the school, help everyone out, that was his role. He

found it so difficult to bepart ofa small group with only 11 or 12 in the class having

to open a book, having to have a pen, pencil, he just couldn't understand why we

would make him learn anything..,. (Teacher 2A)
Parents of pupils who experienced difficulties adjusting to the special schools indicated that
pupils were initially upset that they weren’t staying in mainstream schools with their friends
and peers. Parent 7B described how her son begged her to allow him enrol in the local post-
primary schools with his peers:

The only thing he was on and on about was he wanted to go to the local secondary

school, the community college - 1wantto go to the community college, | want to go to
the community college —but that certainly wasn Yan option Parent 7B

While all pupils stated they liked being in their present schools, some, including Pupil 2A,
did mention difficulties accepting the separation from their peers in mainstream schools.
| liked my old school best. | had morefriends there and | really miss my oldfriends....
(Pupil 2A, female, aged 12)
The finding that pupils experience difficulties adjusting to the transition from mainstream to

special schools was also highlighted in a recent study by Kelly and Devitt (2010). However,
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it is worth noting that there is evidence to suggest that many pupils, both with and without
SEN, experience difficulties with transition from one school to another. Smyth’s (2004) study
of pupils’ experiences of the transition from primary to post-primary schools found that one
in six pupils take longer than a month to settle in a post-primary school and that pupils who

have a negative self-concept experience greater transition difficulties.

5.7.2 Difficulties experienced by parents in the transferprocess

Parents, who described the difficulties they experienced in coming to terms with the
realisation that their children would not be continuing their education in mainstream schools,
spoke about the process of accepting the permanence of their children's learning difficulties.
Parent 1A was one of these:

It was also at that stage we had to accept her condition as it was and you know Ifelt

that if we didn't accept it then and deal with it and move on, it was a big kind of

crossroadsfor us all.... (Parent 1A)
Some parents also spoke of their worries that their children would mimic behaviours of pupils
who had more severe learning disabilities. For some parents, including Parent 4D, this
process of making the decision to transfer their child was very difficult and stressful:

One of things that used to bother me was that J might mimic other kids who had

problems and I don't want him doing that before he came here | had this perception

that they would be drooling in the comer or doing things with their hands ....(Parent
4D)
The finding that some parents of pupils with MGLD reported difficulties in coming to terms
with the transfer of their children to the special schools is supported by Kelly and Devitt’s
(2010) study on the transfer of pupils to special schools in Ireland. They also found that

parents reported the transition to the special school as stressful. The findings highlight the

need for support for parents and pupils throughout this process.
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5.7.3 Summary offindings in relation to the theme oftransition to special schools

The findings presented in relation to the theme of transition to special schools are
relevant to Research Question 4 on the role of parents, pupils and teachers in the transfer
process. The transition is the last stage in this process and the findings indicate that some
parents and pupils find the adjustment to being in the special school very difficult. For pupils,
the separation from their mainstream peers is cited as a part of that difficulty. Parents spoke
of the difficulties they experienced in coming to terms with their children’s learning
difficulties and also of the anxiety they felt in relation to the severity of disabilities of pupils
in special schools. These findings are supported by Kelly and Devitt’s study (2010) which
found that parents experienced adjustment difficulties, including acceptance of their child’s
academic ability and anxieties and concerns about the school. Their study also found that
pupils over the age of 12 who transferred to special schools experienced adjustment
difficulties. However, there is also evidence to suggest that the transition from one school to
another can be a difficult process for many pupils (Smyth, 2004) and these difficulties are not

unique to those who transfer to special schools.

5.7.4 Subtheme - Stigma
Stigma emerged as a strong theme across all cases. Principals and teachers in special
schools suggested that pupils experienced some teasing outside of school because they were
attending a special school. They stated that some pupils would try to hide the fact that they
were attending the school. Teacher 1A described some of the how some pupils were reluctant
to be seen on the school bus:
A lot ofthem won't say (A) Special School they'll only say (A) or whatever school is
around here, they'll name thatparticular school. A lot ofthem don'tsay it. Thea lot of
them hate the special buses because the special bus goes to your house, so a lot of

kids have decided | don'twantyou coming here, I'll meetyou at the top o fthe road, so
yeah, it's a lot to take on, you can only imagine. ...(Teacher 1A)
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Parents also referred to the issue of stigma. Some parents were aware of negative comments
that had been made to their children by their peers in the schools and in their local area.
Parent 6B referred to this:
| suppose for kids, once its known as a special needs school, they’re going to get
slagged, you know —you re going to a stupid school - special needs - you know. It's

for them | dfeel butfor myselfnow, no, there isn’t. Itsjust unfortunately, kids can be
cruel....(Parent 6B)

One pupil stated that people would think he was thick if they knew he attended a special
school while another stated that he was not ashamed to tell people where he went to school:
PS: Isay I'm in a differentschool. ljustsay | am in a school in (town). | don'tsay it
P2: No, because it's special
R: What's wrong with that?
P2: Because it's a special needs school.
P3: Because they thinkyou're thick or something.

R: Do you get teased?
P3: Yeah

Pl: Isay I'm here. I'm notashamed....(Pupil 1 male, Pupil 2 female and Pupil 3 male,
all aged 15, group 2B)

Pupil 1A used the word ‘handicapped’ to describe some of the pupils in the special school.

I'm not being bad but like I'm saying there’ some handicapped people in this
school that has to go to this school. I'm not slagging them or anything I'm just
trying to say like some people have learning difficulties er.. (Pupil 1A)

5.7.5 Summary offindings on the sub-theme ofstigma

The findings in relation to the sub-theme of stigma are relevant to Research Question
4 on the role of parents, pupils and teachers in the transfer process. Fear of stigmatisation due
to attendance in special schools was reported as a source of anxiety and concern by many
parents and teachers in special schools and was referred to by pupils also. The finding that
some pupils attending special schools experience stigma has been highlighted in previous

studies. Norwich and Kelly (2005) found that pupils with MGLD in special schools
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experienced more bullying by peers outside of their special schools than was reported by

pupils in mainstream schools.

5.8 Summary of findings

The aim of this multiple case study was to identify factors which influenced the
transfer of pupils with MGLD from mainstream to special schools for pupils with MGLD.
The study also investigated commonalties and differences in educational provision between
the two sectors. The findings indicate that five key factors influenced the transfer process.
The first of these was that the majority of pupils who transferred to the four special schools
had MGLD and additional SEN. A variety of additional needs were identified across cases
but SEBD was more frequently cited by participants than any other type, or category, of SEN.
The findings indicate a perception amongst teachers in mainstream schools that there were
greater levels of expertise in special schools in meeting the needs of pupils with behavioural
difficulties whereas the presence of these pupils in mainstream classes was reported by
teachers as being disruptive and time-consuming. However, parents and pupils emphasised
the social isolation experienced by pupils with MGLD in mainstream schools.
The second factor identified in this study was that many pupils with MGLD were reported as
having experienced difficulties accessing the curriculum in mainstream primary and post-
primary schools. Differences in curriculum provision in terms of emphasis on life and social
skills were highlighted between mainstream and special schools by all participant groups.
The third factor influencing the decision to transfer was a perception among teachers and
parents that supports and resources in mainstream schools were inadequate and that there had
been a reduction in resource provision for pupils with MGLD.
The fourth factor identified in this study was the perception, expressed by many parents,
teachers and some pupils, that the school structure and organisation of special schools was

more appropriate for pupils with MGLD than that in mainstream schools with particular
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reference to post-primary schools and class size in mainstream primary schools.

The fifth factor related to reasons for transfer and to the role of parents, pupils and teachers in
the transfer process. This finding indicates that the decision to transfer a pupil to a special
school for pupils with MGLD was often based on the recommendation of professionals,
including teachers and principals in mainstream schools. For those pupils and parents who
expressed a preference for placement in a mainstream school, the experience of transition to a
special school was often difficult.

The implications of these findings are explored and discussed in the following chapter.
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Chapter 6: Discussion of findings

6.1 Introduction

The aim of this study was to investigate factors which influenced the transfer of a
cohort of pupils from mainstream schools to special schools for pupils with MGLD.
Perspectives on educational provision in mainstream and special schools for pupils with
MGLD were also sought in order to identify factors, or aspects of provision in mainstream
and special schools, which influenced the decision to transfer. As key stakeholders in
education, the views of parents, pupils, teachers and principals in mainstream and special
schools were sought. The role of parents, pupils, teachers and principals in the transfer
process was also investigated in this study, in order to explore issues relating to the balance
of power in decision-making. These stakeholders were chosen because they were deemed to
be central to the transfer process, from the initial recommendation, or decision, to consider
placement in a special school, to the final transfer. A multiple case study design was chosen
and four special schools for pupils with MGLD were selected as cases. Perspectives of each
of the participant groups on reasons for transfer, educational provision for pupils with MGLD
in mainstream and special schools and roles played in the transfer process were presented in
the previous chapter according to themes which emerged in each of these areas. In this
chapter, the findings are further explored and discussed in the context of the research
guestions and the theoretical framework which acts as a lens for analysis in this study. A
reminder of this framework is briefly presented below and, following on from this, each of

the key findings is discussed.

6.2 Summary of theoretical framework

The findings of this study are discussed in the context of a theoretical framework

which reflects the underlying assumptions of an interpretative paradigm, namely that special
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education is a construction of historical and social influences. Two theoretical perspectives
were chosen to construct the theoretical framework which guides interpretation and
discussion at different levels of analysis. Macro-level analysis involves discussion of
ideological tensions, or dilemmas of difference, in special education. Maicro-level analysis
involves discussion of attempts to resolve these dilemmas through the construction and
implementation of policy. Norwich (2008a) highlighted the basic dilemma in special
education as being whether or not to recognise, and respond to, differences in three related
areas including identification, curriculum and placement of pupils with SEN. In an earlier
study, Norwich (1993) included a fourth dilemma concerned with the relative influence of
professional educators and parents in decision-making about what is to be learned, where
learning takes place and reported outcomes. This fourth dilemma is considered to be highly
relevant in the current study and is included for analysis as the role of parents and
professionals in the decision-making process regarding educational provision for pupils with
MGLD is deemed to be central to the transfer process.

Attempts to resolve tensions or dilemmas are reflected in the construction of policy in special
education but this is a complex process involving discourses which interact and often
compete with one another to achieve dominance. A number of different types of policy
frameworks have been identified (Kirp, 1982; Riddell, 2002) including professional, political,
legal, bureaucratic, consumerist and managerial. Kirp argued that these policy frameworks
represent alternative values and the way policy problems are defined determines how they
will be resolved. Attempts to resolve dilemmas in relation to educational provision for pupils
with MGLD have resulted in shifts in dominance between different types of policy. Policy
development in relation to educational provision for pupils with MGLD is discussed in the

context of these policy frameworks as part of the analysis of findings in this chapter.
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6.3 First key finding - additional needs

The first key finding of this study is that many of the pupils who transferred from
mainstream schools to special schools for pupils with MGLD had additional needs and that
SEBD was prevalent amongst these. Teachers and principals in mainstream and special
schools reported that many of the pupils with MGLD who transferred to the special schools
had also experienced SEBD. While some pupils who transferred were identified by principals
across cases as having behavioural or conduct disorders, for many pupils, the description of
SEBD was based on the observations of parents, teachers and principals in mainstream and
special schools. Teachers, of pupils who had transferred due to SEBD in mainstream classes
in primary schools, described the behaviours as challenging and difficult to cope with in a
classroom environment. Some parents suggested that difficulties experienced by pupils in
accessing the curriculum in mainstream schools were a contributing cause of these

behaviours.

6.3.1 Supportforpupils experiencing SEBD in mainstream and special schools

The prevalence of SEBD reported in this study amongst pupils who transferred to
special schools for pupils with MGLD, raises questions about the adequacy of supports for
these pupils in mainstream schools. Parents of pupils with behavioural difficulties expressed
dissatisfaction with the level of support received in mainstream primary and post-primary
schools, and some of these parents expressed the view that teachers in mainstream schools
lacked the necessary expertise required to deal with these difficulties. Most of the mainstream
primary teachers and principals suggested that teachers in special schools had greater levels
of expertise in supporting pupils with behavioural difficulties than teachers in mainstream
schools. However, this view was not supported by teachers and principals in special schools

who suggested that experience in dealing with SEBD, rather than expertise in terms of
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additional qualifications, was the main difference in terms of provision in mainstream and
special schools. This view is supported by Ware et al.’s (2009) study which found evidence
that just over a quarter of teachers in special schools held special education qualifications at
diploma level or higher. Some of the teachers in special schools in the current study indicated
that they also found some behaviours very challenging but they suggested that high levels of
support received from other members of staff within the special school were beneficial in
dealing with these behaviours. While this suggests a need for further professional
development for teachers in both sectors, there is also a need for the development of support
structures within mainstream schools for teachers of pupils with SEBD. Concerns in relation
to competence amongst teachers to support pupils with SEBD were raised in a recent review
of practice and outcomes in the education of pupils with emotional disturbance/behaviour
difficultiesl (Cooper and Jacobs, 2011). A recommendation was made for the establishment
of benchmark minimum standards of competence among all teachers of pupils with SEBD.
W hile teachers and principals in mainstream and special schools in the current study
emphasised the prevalence of SEBD amongst pupils who transferred from mainstream
schools, parents and pupils placed greater emphasis on the social difficulties and isolation

experienced by pupils in the mainstream setting.

6.3.2 Social isolation of pupils with Mild General Learning Disabilities in

mainstream schools

The findings of the current study highlight the impact of social isolation on the
development of SEBD in pupils who transfer to special schools for pupils with MGLD. For
many pupils, this experience of social exclusion began at the middle stages of primary school.

This was reported as a cause of concern for parents in particular, as many spoke of the effects

1Emotional disturbance/behaviour difficulties is the terminology used in Cooper and Jacobs’s (2011) review
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of social isolation in mainstream schools on their children. Some parents spoke of the
teasing, or bullying, experienced by pupils and this was referred to by some of the pupils
themselves. This finding demonstrates the need to facilitate social inclusion of pupils with
MGLD, particularly as they get older and progress through the mainstream primary school.
There seemed to be a sense of acceptance from teachers and principals, in both mainstream
and special schools, that this social isolation was inevitable. There was a suggestion that,
because of the developmental delay experienced by pupils with MGLD and the tendency for
their mainstream peers to mature more quickly, pupils tended to grow apart from each other.
One principal of a post-primary school described a pupil with MGLD, who had eventually
transferred to the special school, as an ‘obvious target for making fun of.” This was
contrasted by a sense of frustration and helplessness on the part of some parents who
described their experiences of having approached schools to seek help for their children in
relation to social inclusion. For some parents, the desire to protect their children from being
socially isolated was a dominant factor in the decision to seek alternative placement. While
the social isolation of pupils with MGLD is not unique to the Irish context (Pijl, Frostad &
Flem, 2008), the importance of having formalised systems of social support in schools has
been recognised as central to the inclusion process (Travers et al.,, 2010). There is a need for
mainstream schools at primary and post-primary levels to place a much greater emphasis on
the social inclusion of pupils with MGLD and to identify those who are vulnerable to teasing
and bullying from their peers. Programmes to develop and foster positive relationships and to
support those experiencing isolation need to be a central part of interventions for pupils with
MGLD, both at an individual level and as part of the school curriculum in mainstream

schools.
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6.3.3 Policy dilemmas —the placement dilemma

Norwich (2008a) describes the placement dilemma as whether and to what extent
pupils with SEN should leam in mainstream classes. This dilemma was apparent in the views
expressed by some teachers in this study in relation to the SEBD experienced by pupils with
MGLD who transferred from mainstream schools. Principals and teachers in mainstream
schools reported that special schools were better equipped to cope with the challenging
behaviours presented by these pupils. This suggests an assumption, on the part of teachers in
this study, that the mainstream system is limited in terms of its ability to meet the needs of
these pupils and that alternative placement is necessary in these circumstances. When viewed
in the context of the current national policy of inclusion of pupils with SEN in mainstream
schools, these findings raise questions about the success of this policy to date for pupils with
MGLD and additional needs. Although the number of pupils who transfer to special schools
for pupils with MGLD is small in proportion to the population of pupils with MGLD in Irish
mainstream schools, the increase in number transferring is indicative of failure within the
mainstream system to meet the needs of pupils with complex needs. This is particularly
evident where pupils with MGLD experience SEBD. In their study of the role of special
schools and classes in Ireland, Ware et al. (2009) recommend that special schools should be
enabled to continue to cater for the needs of pupils with complex needs in the absence of
evidence that mainstream schools could provide a better education for these pupils. The
findings of the current study indicate a lack of confidence and expertise amongst teachers in
mainstream schools in terms of their ability to meet the learning needs of the pupils with

MGLD and SEBD who transferred to the special schools.
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6.4 Second key finding - Access to curriculum

The second key finding of this study is that many of the pupils with MGLD who
transferred to special schools experienced difficulties accessing and participating in the
curriculum in mainstream schools. This finding is supported by evidence from Kelly and
Devitfs (2010) study of the reasons pupils leave mainstream schools to enrol in special
schools. The difficulties experienced by pupils in mainstream primary and post-primary
schools in this area raise a number of issues in relation to educational provision for pupils
with MGLD. The first of these relates to differentiation of the curriculum in mainstream
primary schools and the second relates to the need for curriculum reform at post-primary
level. Due to difference in the nature of these issues in primary and post-primary schools,

they are discussed separately here.

6.4.1 Access to curriculum inprimary schools

There was a suggestion from some teachers in mainstream primary schools that
content overload and large class sizes made it very difficult for them to differentiate the
curriculum for the pupils who had transferred to special schools for pupils with MGLD.
W hile some studies do present evidence to suggest that low attainers benefit from small class
size on entry to school (Blatchford et al., 2003), class size is only one of a number of factors
related to educational outcomes for pupils. Other factors include teacher attitudes to teaching
and learning, classroom management styles, experience and training (Bennett, 1998). The
guality of teaching is a significant factor in determining educational outcomes and any
benefit of smaller classes for pupils with MGLD can only be realised when factors related to
pedagogy and classroom management are addressed. Given the finding of the current study
with regard to difficulties experienced by teachers in meeting the learning needs of pupils

with SEBD and the perception of a lack of expertise in this area, it is argued that class size is
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not the sole contributing cause of a lack of differentiation and individualisation of curricula
for pupils with MGLD. Some teachers in mainstream primary schools expressed a view that
many of the pupils with MGLD who transferred reached a plateau in terms of their learning
as they progressed through the primary school and that there was very little teachers could do
when this happened. The explanations provided by teachers reflect two different perspectives
of disability, one which locates the cause of difficulty within the child and the other which
recognises barriers in the environment which may contribute to difficulties experienced in
accessing the curriculum. The suggestion by some teachers that the nature of pupils’ learning
disabilities restricts their ability to access and participate in the curriculum implies the
persistence of a disability-deficit perspective in relation to SEN. This raises questions with
regard to categorisation and the influence of labelling on teachers’ expectations in relation to
these pupils.

Parents of pupils who transferred to the special schools indicated that difficulties experienced
by pupils accessing the curriculum at primary level could manifest at a very early stage
although, for most, difficulties became apparent in the middle, or senior, stages of primary
schools. While some parents referred to the sense of frustration experienced by pupils who
had difficulties accessing the curriculum, others referred to the impact of these difficulties on
the self-esteem of pupils and some reported that their children described themselves as
‘dumb’ or ‘stupid’ due to their inability to keep up with their peers.

Many of the pupils also referred to their difficulties in primary schools, and for the majority
of pupils, the main reason given for the transfer to the special schools was their learning
difficulties. Some pupils described themselves as slow learners while others referred to
difficulties they experienced with particular subjects areas, with mathematics being most

frequently mentioned. The findings in relation to difficulties experienced by teachers in
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differentiating the curriculum for pupils with MGLD, suggests a need for training and support

in adapting and differentiating curricula to meet individual learning needs.

6.4.2 Access to the curriculum for pupils with Mild General Learning Disabilities at

post-primary level

At post-primary level, the findings indicate that the majority of parents, pupils and
teachers in mainstream and special schools who participated in this study, perceived the
curriculum to be inaccessible to the pupils who transferred to special schools. These findings
support the view that the curriculum at post-primary level acts as a barrier to the inclusion of
some pupils with MGLD (NCCA, 2009). While only a small number of pupils in this study
attended mainstream post-primary schools, their experiences highlight the failure of the
present system of educational provision to provide a curriculum framework which has the
flexibility in structure and assessment to facilitate the inclusion of all pupils. This lack of
flexibility and rigidity in structure of the curriculum at junior cycle level in post-primary
schools has been recognised as particularly challenging for pupils with GLD (NCCA, 2009).
Differences were highlighted by participant groups in relation to curriculum provision in
mainstream post-primary and special schools. An emphasis on life skills development and
alternative programmes, which provide pupils with an opportunity for certification, were
features of special school provision perceived by many parents and teachers as more
appropriate to the learning needs of pupils who transferred than the subject-based,
academically-driven, curriculum in post-primary schools. Alternative programmes were
offered in the special schools which were considered by many parents and teachers in special
and mainstream schools to be more inclusive as pupils could access and participate in these at

different levels.
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One aspect of curriculum provision which was perceived by parents and teachers in special
schools as most important in ensuring successful post-school outcomes for pupils with
MGLD was work-placement in the local community. Many parents expressed the hope that
pupils’ employment opportunities would be enhanced by these placements. The importance
of a vocationally-oriented curriculum for pupils with MGLD in determining successful post-
school outcomes has been identified in previous studies, including Hornby and Kidd (2001).
Many pupils in the special schools expressed a preference for subjects which had a practical
base, such as woodwork and home economics. However, there were differences between
mainstream and some special schools in relation to views on curricular provision for pupils of
post-primary age.

Only one of the special schools offered pupils the opportunity to participate in the same
curriculum as their peers in mainstream schools. The importance of providing pupils with the
opportunity to participate in the same curriculum as their mainstream peers was emphasised
by parents and teachers in this case. When asked about their school, many of the pupils in this
case also referred to upcoming assessments and examinations in relation to the Junior
Certificate or LCA programmes. In contrast, none of the other three schools offered these
programmes. Inaccessibility of content for all pupils and difficulties with assessment
structures were cited as the main reasons for not offering the programmes, with one principal
suggesting that it was inappropriate to offer a programme that was not inclusive of all pupils.
These findings highlight the need for a curriculum which is accessible to all pupils and which
provides them with realistic opportunities to achieve positive outcomes in terms of
certification at post-primary level. The importance of providing pupils with the opportunity to
access programmes similar to their peers has been identified in a previous study of pupils
views of their educational provision in a special school for pupils with MGLD in Ireland

(Motherway, 2009).
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6.4.3. The curriculum dilemma

Norwich (2008) describes the curriculum dilemma as being about the consequences of
having, or not having, a common curriculum for all pupils. If all pupils with MGLD are
offered the same learning experiences as their peers, there is the possibility that some will be
denied the learning experiences which are relevant to their needs. If they are not offered the
same learning experiences, then there are issues of equity of provision. The findings of the
current study indicate that while some special schools offer a curriculum similar to that
offered in mainstream post-primary schools, others consider this curriculum inappropriate
and would prefer a more vocationally-oriented curriculum to meet the learning needs of
pupils with MGLD who transfer to the schools. In order to address the dilemma which arises
between offering pupils the opportunity to access the same curriculum as their peers and
meeting individual learning needs, a balance is required between the vocationally-oriented
curriculum offered in special schools and the traditional mainstream post-primary curriculum
in a way that provides pupils with a choice in terms of how this balance is achieved. The
NCCA (2009) recommends the development of a curriculum at the junior cycle stage of post-
primary which would allow pupils with MGLD, who experience difficulties accessing the
curriculum, to achieve a qualification at a level lower than the present Junior Certificate. This
curriculum framework would incorporate a personalised approach, with priority being given
to developing the personal, social and vocational skills required for adult living and lifelong
learning (NCCA, 2009). Each of these areas was identified by principals, teachers and parents
in this study as key aspects of the curriculum offered in the special schools. In his discussion
of the curriculum dilemma, Wedell (2008) warns against the development of alternative
curricula for pupils with SEN which he describes as “patch-up” (p. 129) attempts to meet

pupils’ needs. It is important, therefore, that any curriculum reform for pupils with SEN at
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junior cycle takes place within the context of a broad curriculum framework for all pupils in

order to avoid the isolation of any group of pupils in mainstream schools.

6.5 Third key finding —Supports and resources in mainstream and special schools

The third key finding of this study is that many parents, pupils, teachers and principals
in mainstream and special schools expressed the view that there were greater levels of
supports and resources available to pupils in special schools than in mainstream schools. This
was a key factor in the decision to transfer pupils from mainstream schools. The GAM was
the aspect of educational provision which caused most dissatisfaction for teachers and
principals in mainstream schools, while parents had more concerns in relation to a perceived
reduction in resource allocation, particularly with regard to SNA support in mainstream
schools. Inconsistencies in resource allocation between mainstream primary and post-primary
schools were highlighted by many parents, principals and teachers. Many parents considered
the support for pupils with the transition from school when they reached the age of 18 to be
an important aspect of support provided for pupils in special schools. Each of these issues is

discussed separately.

6.5.1 General allocation ofresources in mainstream primary schools

Teachers and principals in mainstream primary schools were critical of the GAM of
resource allocation for pupils with MGLD. There was a perception that the GAM had
negative implications and consequences for pupils with MGLD. The first of these was that
pupils were no longer entitled to a specific allocation of resource teaching time and
consequently the amount of support received depended on the overall level of need in the
school. Pupils with MGLD were thus seen to be competing for additional support with other

pupils in the ~“hools and this meant that there was less time for individual support. Teachers
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and principals in mainstream primary schools considered the GAM to be inadequate in terms
of the resources available to schools to meet the needs of pupils with MGLD. While in the
past, pupils with MGLD received an allocation of teaching hours with a resource teacher, the
present system places responsibility on the school to meet the additional learning needs of
these pupils within the schools’ existing general resource allocation. The views expressed by
teachers and principals in this study suggest that the transition to this new system has been
challenging for some schools.

The second implication of the GAM, highlighted by teachers and principals in mainstream
and special schools, is that pupils were less likely to be referred for psychological
assessments in primary schools, as an outcome of MGLD from assessments made no
difference to the school in terms of extra resource allocation. This has implications for pupils
leaving mainstream primary schools as access to resources at post-primary level are still
allocated according to category of disability. This raises an identification dilemma in relation

to resource allocation for pupils with MGLD in mainstream primary schools.

6.5.2 Identification dilemma

The policy of general allocation of resources in relation to educational provision for
pupils with MGLD in mainstream primary schools may be viewed positively as it allows
schools to allocate resources without labelling pupils as having a learning disability and thus
avoid the negative social implications attached to labelling (Ho, 2004). The problem, or
dilemma, associated with labelling and categorization is that it reinforces differences that
may lead to stigmatization (Norwich, 2008a). Although none of the pupils in the current
study referred to themselves as having MGLD, they used other labels including ‘slow
learner’, ‘handicapped’ and ‘special needs’ when asked about the reasons pupils attend

special schools. It is clear from these labels that pupils perceive a difference between
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themselves and their mainstream peers and that this difference is related to learning
difficulties. There would appear to be no justification for categorisation of pupils as having
MGLD in mainstream primary schools as this does not lead to any benefit in terms of
resource allocation and it may help to avoid the negative consequences of labelling for pupils
who perceive themselves as different to their peers. However, the decision not to allocate
specific and predetermined resources to pupils with MGLD raises issues about equity of
provision as pupils are left to rely on the professional judgement of teachers in relation to the
amount, and type, of resource allocation they receive in primary schools. This decision
reflects a shift in terms of policy from one which was dominated by rights-based and
bureaucratic policy frameworks to a dominant professional framework which operates by
applying professional judgement (Riddell, 2002). Before the introduction of the GAM,
professionals, who were predominately psychologists, had the power to decide who should
receive a categorisation of MGLD and all those within this category had the same
entitlement, in terms of resource allocation, reflecting a bureaucratic framework based on
consistency and accuracy. While this type of framework may appear the most equitable, it
lacked the flexibility which has been afforded to schools by the GAM. However, the current
model of resource allocation has resulted in a dominant professional policy framework as
each school decides on the amount and type of support allocated to pupils with MGLD. A
system of allocation which relies on professional judgement also assumes expertise on the
part of professionals involved (Kirp, 1982). In the current study, some teachers and principals
in mainstream schools expressed the view that teachers in special schools had greater levels
of expertise than those in mainstream schools. Parents, teachers and principals in special
schools were also critical of support received by pupils with MGLD in mainstream classes.

These findings are supported by those of previous studies which question the level of
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expertise of teachers in the area of SEN in mainstream primary schools (O’Gorman & Drudy,

2010; Shevlin et al., 2008).

6.5.3 Resource allocation in mainstream post-primary schools

W hile a policy of general allocation has been in place in mainstream primary schools
since 2005, pupils with MGLD are still allocated supports based on category of need in
mainstream post-primary schools. The lack of consistency in relation to allocation and the
need to reapply for resources was criticised by principals in post-primary schools in the
current study. For many parents, uncertainty in relation to access to resources in post-primary
schools influenced the decision to transfer pupils to special schools. While only a small
number of parents in this study had children who transferred from mainstream post-primary
schools, those that had, expressed disappointment at the level of resources received in post-
primary schools. These findings suggest that the lack of consistency in policy with regard to
resource allocation for pupils with MGLD at primary and post-primary levels creates
difficulties for pupils with MGLD, their parents and teachers with regard to educational
provision.
The lack of consistency between allocation in primary and post-primary schools represents
conflicting policy frameworks in relation to educational provision for pupils with MGLD. At
primary level, a dominant professional policy framework confers responsibility and power in
relation to resource allocation on teachers. However, a dominant bureaucratic framework still
persists at post-primary level whereby resource allocation is predetermined based on a system
of categorization. The findings of the current study highlight the concern and anxiety caused
by uncertainty and inconsistencies in resource allocation at post-primary level, particularly
for parents of pupils with MGLD. The increase in numbers of pupils transferring to special

schools at the age of 12 and over (Kelly & Devitt, 2010) suggests that the concerns expressed
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by participants in the current study are a key factor in the decision to transfer pupils to special

schools for pupils with MGLD.

6.5.4 SNA support in mainstream and special schools

The findings of this study highlight a perception amongst parents and teachers in
mainstream that special schools received a greater allocation of SNA support than
mainstream schools. Many parents cited the lack of SNA support and the fear of cutbacks in
this area as a reason for choosing the special schools. Despite the perception of a greater
allocation of SNA support in special schools, the criteria for allocation of SNASs is the same
in both mainstream and special schools, with the exception of an allocation of one SNA for
every four classes in special schools for pupils with MGLD.
The level of SNA allocation among the four case study schools was similar. The smallest
school, with an enrolment of40 pupils had the same allocation of SNA support as the largest
school, with an enrolment of 137 pupils. Both had an allocation of 13 SNAs. This suggests a
high level of care needs2 in relation to pupils attending the smaller school. W hile there is no
statistical data with regard to the prevalence of care needs amongst pupils in the special
schools in this study, the principal of one of the larger special schools indicated a that there
was a significant minority of pupils without a diagnosed additional need attending the school.
The principals and teachers in the larger special schools also indicated that many pupils came
from low socioeconomic status backgrounds and there is evidence from other studies which
indicates that such pupils are overrepresented in the categories of SEBD and MGLD (Dyson

& Kozleski, 2008).

% The type of care needs which may warrant SNA support are defined by the DES (2002) as including a
significant medical need, a significant impairment of physical or sensory function or where behaviour is such
that the pupils are considered a danger to themselves or to other pupils.
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6.5.4.1 Difficulties arisingfrom SNA supportin mainstream schools

While the findings of the current study highlight the importance attached to SNA
support by many parents and teachers, there was also a view expressed, particularly by
teachers in special schools, that some pupils were overly dependent on SNA support in
mainstream schools to the extent that it inhibited their social development. There was a
suggestion that social interaction with peers and the development of independence were
inhibited by the constant presence of an adult. One pupil who transferred from a mainstream
primary school described her SNA as her best friend while she was in the primary school.
Resentment of a constant SNA presence was an issue for older pupils and this was reported
by teachers in special schools. Problems relating to over dependency and social isolation of
pupils in relation to SNA support have been identified in previous studies (Groom, 2006;
Vincett, Cremin & Thomas, 2005). The findings of the cunent study highlight the need for
greater clarity in relation to the role of the SNA and training for teachers and SNAs in order

to prevent the social isolation of pupils who receive SNA support.

6.5.5 Post-school outcomesfor pupils with Mild General Learning Disabilities

The issue of post-school outcomes for pupils with MGLD was raised in relation to
support for pupils with the transition from special schools when they reached the age of 18.
Many parents in this study referred to the support provided by the special schools in finding
placements for pupils in training centres, or employment, when it came to the time to leave
the special schools. One of the principals of a post-primary school suggested that this type of
support was outside the remit of mainstream schools and agreed that pupils would benefit
from this type of support in a special school. The role played by special schools in co-
ordinating the transition for pupils with MGLD to vocational and rehabilitative training has

been identified in a previous study on post-school outcomes for pupils with MGLD (Fahey,



172

2007). The findings of the current study support the view that pupils with MGLD receive this
type of support in special schools and that the need for this type of support for pupils, through

the development of transition programmes in mainstream post-primary schools, is warranted.

6.5.6 Dilemmas ofdifference

The findings discussed in relation to resources and supports for pupils with MGLD in
mainstream and special schools highlight two dilemmas of difference. A dilemma of
identification is evident in policy relating to resource allocation for pupils with MGLD.
While identification, through categorization, is no longer required in mainstream primary
schools due to a policy of general allocation of resources, confusion and uncertainty with
regard to entitlement highlights the policy dilemma here. However, inconsistencies
highlighted between allocation in primary and post-primary schools does not help in the
resolution of this dilemma but merely results in conflicting policy frameworks and
demonstrates a lack of clear policy direction.
The other dilemma identified in relation to the third finding of this study is a dilemma of
placement. Norwich (1993) describes the dilemma of placement as whether, and to what
extent, pupils with disabilities should leam in mainstream classes. Participation in
mainstream education is a right afforded to all pupils under the terms of the Education Act
(1998) and reflects a policy of inclusion underpinned by values of equality and social justice.
However, the perceptions expressed by parents, pupils, teachers and principals in this study,
indicates a view that pupils benefit from greater levels of supports and resources in special
schools than in mainstream schools. The findings of this study suggest that conflicting policy
frameworks in relation to provision of resources for pupils with MGLD in mainstream

primary and post-primary schools contribute to this view.
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6.6 Fourth key finding - school structure and organisation

The fourth key finding of this study is that the school structure and organisation of
special schools for pupils with MGLD was perceived to be more appropriate for pupils with
MGLD than that of mainstream schools, and this was one of the factors which influenced the
decision to transfer pupils with MGLD to the special schools. The majority of parents,
teachers and pupils who referred to difficulties with school structure and organisation did so
in relation to mainstream post-primary schools. Among the difficulties highlighted in the
current study was the increase in number of classes linked to individual subjects, movement
from one class to another after relatively short periods of time and difficulties experienced by
pupils with organisational skills in negotiating a busy timetable. The physical layout of some
post-primary schools was also identified as a problem by some parents and pupils. Many
parents and teachers in the special schools suggested that the similarity in structure between
special and mainstream primary schools provided pupils with a greater sense of structure and
continuity. One pupil suggested that it would be easy to get lost in a post-primary school
while some parents indicated that they would fear for the safety of their children in the large
post-primary schools.
The finding that the transition from mainstream primary to post-primary schools creates
many difficulties for pupils with MGLD echoes the findings of McCauley’s (2009) study on
the transition of pupils with SEN. However, it is worth noting that Smyth’s (2004) study of
the transition from mainstream primary to post-primary schools in Ireland found that feelings
of anxiety are common among pupils, with and without SEN, in relation to the transition
process and that the development of induction programmes for pupils can help to ease the
transition from one school to another. The findings of the current study indicate that such
induction programmes are an essential aspect of educational provision for pupils with MGLD

in order to support them in the transition process.



6.6.1 The placement dilemma

These findings highlight a dilemma of placement for some pupils with MGLD. W hile
not all pupils commented on differences between school structure in mainstream post-
primary and special schools, those that did expressed a preference for the structure and
organisation of the special school. However, the findings indicate that, despite issues relating
to structure, some pupils had wanted to transfer with their friends to the mainstream post-
primary school. The provision of a base class, with a teacher assigned to that class, provides
continuity and security to pupils with MGLD and this is required during the transition process
from primary to post-primary mainstream schools. Smyth (2004) also recommends the
development of student mentor systems as part of an induction programme for all pupils

entering mainstream post-primary schools.

6.7 Fifth key finding - choice

The fifth key finding of this study relates to the issue of choice. Many parents
indicated that the decision to transfer pupils with MGLD from mainstream schools to special
schools for pupils with MGLD was often based on the recommendation of a professional to
do so. The professionals involved were identified by parents in this study as predominately
teachers and principals in mainstream schools, although a number of parents reported that a
recommendation had come from a psychologist, or other professionals involved in the
assessment and intervention process. Many of the parents who received recommendations
from professionals indicated that placement in a mainstream primary, or post-primary school,
was their preferred choice for their children. Some parents reported that they had never heard
of the special schools before it was mentioned by a teacher or other professional. For other
parents, the decision to transfer their child to a special school was based on their inability to

secure a placement in a mainstream post-primary school. While only a small number of
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parents indicated that a mainstream post-primary school had refused to enrol their child, more
parents reported that they were encouraged by principals, or teachers, in post-primary schools
to seek alternative placement following the poor performance of their children on school
entrance examinations. This finding is supported by those of previous studies (e.g., Shevlin et
al., 2005) which have highlighted difficulties experienced by parents of pupils with SEN with

regard to access to mainstream schools.

6.7.1 Theparent-professional dilemma

The views expressed by parents in relation to this issue highlight the subordinate role
played by some parents in the decision-making process relating to educational provision for
pupils with MGLD. These findings highlight a dilemma of difference with regard to parent-
professional influences in this decision-making process. One principal referred to ‘deciding
what is best for them’ in reference to pupils with MGLD who had transferred in the past,
while another stated that the recommendation to transfer a pupil to a special school would be
made to some parents but not others ‘if it was felt the parent would be against it.’
Norwich (1993) included the parent-professional dilemma in his study of professionals’3
views on ideological dilemmas in special education. The findings of his study revealed that
the parent-professional dilemma was not recognised by participants. Based on the findings of
the current study, it is suggested that the parent-professional dilemma is evident in the
subordinate role played by many parents in the decision-making process. The findings
illustrate that the balance of power in this process was weighted in favour of professionals
involved. Further evidence for this assertion can be found in the descriptions by principals in

special schools of the transfer process. Each of the four principals involved in this study

3 The professionals in Norwich’s 1993 study included teachers in mainstream and special schools, advisory
teachers and support staff (psychologists and specialist teachers) in Pennsylvania, USA and Northampton,
England (Norwich, 2008a).
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indicated that the majority of pupils who transferred from mainstreams schools were referred
to the school by psychologists, or principals, of mainstream schools.

Similarly, many pupils in this study indicated that they would have liked to remain with their
peers in mainstream schools. Some pupils stated that they still missed their friends in the
mainstream school. Only a small number of pupils stated that they were consulted by their
parents regarding the decision to transfer to a special school and many parents indicated that
their children were initially unhappy with the decision to transfer. While many pupils
indicated that they were happy being in the special schools, some of the pupils admitted to
experiencing difficulties adjusting to being in the special school following transfer. For some
pupils these difficulties were attributed to teasing from their peers outside of the special
schools. One pupil expressed the concern that he would be considered ‘thick’ because he
attended a special school.

These findings in relation to the views of pupils on their involvement in the decision to
transfer to a special school, suggest that many pupils with MGLD also play a subordinate role
in the decision-making process regarding their educational provision. While the parent-
professional dilemma relates to whether and how parents and professionals can share power
with regard to decisions about educational provision for pupils with disabilities, this dilemma
implies that only parents and professionals are involved in the decision-making process.
Whether or not to include pupils in decision-making processes relating to their educational
provision creates a further dilemma, which I shall describe as a dilemma of participation. The
need for pupils with disabilities to be involved in decision-making regarding their educational
provision has been recognised as central to the process of inclusion (Kenny, McNeela,
Shevlin & Daly, 2000). Similarly, Travers et al. (2010) advocate the development of flexible
and creative approaches to facilitate the participation of pupils in all matters which affect

their educational provision, including the development of policy and practice which impacts



on their lives. The dilemma for professionals and parents alike is the extent to which the
wishes and views of pupils regarding their educational provision should influence the
outcome of the decision-making process. The findings of the current study illustrate the
consequences of a dominant professional policy framework in special education whereby the
balance of power in decision-making processes relating to educational provision for pupils
with MGLD who transferred to special schools was weighted in favour of professionals
involved. The findings also illustrate the lack of equity in participation between parents,
professionals and pupils. While recognising the parent-professional dilemma, the findings of
this study provide evidence of a fifth dilemma, a dilemma of participation, which is
concerned with the extent to which pupils with MGLD participate in decisions regarding then-

own educational provision.

6.8 Summarising dilemmas and policy frameworks

The findings of this study have highlighted dilemmas of identification, curriculum and
placement in relation to educational provision for pupils with MGLD. Dilemmas of
difference in special education have previously been identified in these three areas by
Norwich (1993; 2008a). However, in the current study, a parent-professional dilemma was
also highlighted and a fifth dilemma, entitled a participation dilemma, was added in order to
acknowledge the right of pupils to have a role in decision-making processes relating to their
educational provision. These dilemmas highlight the increasing professional dominance with
regard to policy in education of pupils with MGLD. This is evident in the dominant role
played by teachers and psychologists in the assessment, identification and categorisation of
pupils as having MGLD. Where allocation of resources reflected professional and
bureaucratic policy frameworks in the past, at primary level, the GAM has seen the

emergence of a dominant professional framework. The difficulties experienced by some
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professionals involved in the implementation of this policy does not bode well for pupils with
MGLD who depend on the expertise and professional knowledge of teachers for appropriate
educational provision. The findings in relation to the subordinate role played by some parents
of pupils with MGLD illustrate the power of professionals in deciding where pupils should
receive their education. While parents have the option to appeal decisions made in relation to
their children’s education, not all parents will avail of this service. Tisdall and Riddell (2006)
suggest that it is usually the more socioeconomically and educationally advantaged parents
who are able to ensure their children receive resources when policy gives power to
professionals to determine need. Legislation, including the Education Act (1998) and EPSEN
Act (2004), represents a move towards a legal policy framework bestowing rights on service
users and this is likely to be favoured by parents and advocacy groups (Riddell et al., 2000).
However, the bestowal of these rights privileges those parents who are aware of them and are
in possession of the resources to pursue them. The findings of the current study indicate that
many pupils who transfer to special schools for pupils with MGLD come from families of
low socioeconomic status.

If policy frameworks represent an effort by policy makers to resolve dilemmas of difference
with regard to educational provision for pupils with SEN, and in particular, those with
MGLD, the very least that is required is consistency of policy across all sectors. Conflicting
policies in relation to provision at primary and post-primary levels do not serve the needs of
pupils with MGLD but only create confusion and uncertainty for pupils and their parents. A
lack of policy in relation to the professional development of teachers in the area of SEN is
also a cause of concern in the context of the emergence of a dominant professional policy

framework.
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Chapter 7: Reflections, summary and implications

7.1Introduction

This chapter begins with a reflection on the research process. This includes a critique
of the research methodology in terms of its suitability for this study and its contribution to
research in the area of study. Limitations are outlined and discussed. The second part of this
chapter includes a brief summary of findings and the implications of these findings for policy

are addressed. The chapter concludes with some suggestions for further research.

7.2 Reflections on the research process

This study was informed by an interpretive paradigm which also drew on the critical
hermeneutic tradition. The decision to draw on this aspect of critical theory was important in
the context of this study as hermeneutics is described by Kincheloe and Berry (2004) as a
form of philosophical inquiry that focuses on the cultural, social, political and historical
nature of research. Critical hermeneutics goes further to acknowledge issues of power and the
way institutions and interests deploy power in an effort to achieve dominance. The choice of
theoretical framework was guided by Clark, Dyson and Millward’s (1998) recommendation
that any theoretical perspective used as the basis for analysis of special education should
recognise three dimensions of special education. These dimensions include the complexity of
processes and historical influences which have shaped special educational provision and the
workings of power in its production. The critical hermeneutic approach recognises the
centrality of these dimensions to the process of interpretation. Issues relating to power in
decision-making and policy frameworks were central to analysis in this study. This study
represents an attempt to contribute to this tradition of research by providing a medium for
those who are sometimes disempowered in decision-making processes with regard to special

educational provision, to have their voices heard. The findings of this research suggest that
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some parents of pupils with MGLD, and the pupils themselves, played a subordinate role in
decision-making processes. The theoretical framework which guided interpretation of their
perspectives was particularly suited to recognising the competing values which have made

the implementation of policy in the area of special education problematic.

7.2.1 Reflections on the theoreticalframework

One of the basic assumptions underpinning interpretation in this study was that any
discussion of issues relating to inclusion had to identify the values on which it is based and
recognise the dilemmas which arise when these values appear to contradict one another. For
this reason, Norwich’s dilemmatic perspective (1993; 2002; 2008a) was chosen as part of the
theoretical framework, as it is based on the assumption that the social and individual values
underpinning educational provision create problems in its realisation. This perspective proved
to be particularly suitable for this study as the findings highlighted dilemmas, not only in the
areas of identification, curriculum and placement, which were also recognised in Norwich’s
studies (1993; 2008a), but also in the area of parent-professional influences, which was not
recognised. A dilemma of participation also emerged from the findings of this study in
relation to the role of pupils in the transfer process. Interpretation and analysis was not
constrained by the use of Norwich’s model as this perspective allowed for the construction of
other dilemmas of difference. As all observations are interpretive, the reader may construe
further dilemmas which I have not identified from the findings of this study.
The choice of a theoretical framework at two levels of analysis allowed for a more in-depth
analysis of findings than would have been possible using the dilemmatic perspective alone.
W hile the dilemmatic perspective allowed for analysis ofideological dilemmas with regard to
the values underpinning educational provision for pupils with MGLD, attempts to resolve

dilemmas at a pragmatic level were discussed in the context of policy frameworks (Kirp,
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1982; Riddell, 2002). These frameworks were particularly apt in the context of the critical
hermeneutic approach as they facilitated discussion of power and the dominance of different
types of frameworks in the construction of policy. The emphasis on context in the theoretical
framework also meant that the choice of case study as the strategy of inquiry was particularly

suited to this study.

7.2.2 Reflections on the research design

The decision to focus on the special schools, rather than individual pupils who had
transferred from mainstream schools, as cases in this study, was taken in order to focus
attention on the phenomenon at the centre of the study in the broad context in which it
occurred rather than the experience of a single individual. This phenomenon was the transfer
of pupils from mainstream to special schools for pupils with MGLD. While the aim of the
study was to identify factors influencing this transfer process, the focus of attention was the
experiences of individual pupils, parents and teachers in the context of educational provision
in the mainstream and special schools they had attended. This study not only investigated
reasons for transfer from mainstream schools but also sought to identify aspects of
educational provision in the special schools which were perceived by participants to be
particularly suited to the learning needs of pupils with MGLD. Four special schools were
chosen in order to acknowledge the diversity of these schools in terms of pupils, size,
curriculum and supports offered. The focus on schools rather than individuals also facilitated
the inclusion of any parent or pupil in the special schools who expressed interest in
participation in this study. Parents who did not wish their children to participate were not
excluded and pupils whose parents did not wish to participate were not excluded from
participation. The inclusion of all pupils and parents who wished to participate contributed to

the richness of the data as this study was concerned with giving voice to the perspectives of
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parents, pupils and teachers on the reasons for transfer and on educational provision in

mainstream and special schools.

7.2.2 Reflections on the data collection process

The interview was the main data-collecting method employed in this study. The
decision to use individual interviews, rather than focus groups, with parents was made after
the piloting process and this certainly proved much more beneficial not only in terms of the
richness of data collected but also for the development of a rapport with the participants. It
also facilitated parents to choose the time and venue for interviews. More importantly, for
some parents, the interview was the first time they had told the story of the circumstances of
their children’s transfer and the emotional impact of the experience on them and their

families.

7.2.3 Reflections on data-analysis

The number of interviews conducted in the course of this study generated a lot of data
and a method of analysis was required which would assist in the management and
organisation of the data. The use of a CAQDAS programme assisted in this regard. While the
coding process was done manually, the use of the software meant that every stage of this
process was stored in one place. The main advantage of the software, apart from the physical
management of data, was that all categories or themes created were linked to the relevant
supporting excerpts from transcripts. This enables the construction of an audit trail whereby
all themes could be traced back to the supporting evidence in all cases and for all participant
groups. One of the disadvantages was the time that it took at the initial stages of analysis to
learn how to use the software and this would not have been possible without some training

and support. It is important to note that the software, while useful in managing the storage
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and organisation of data, does not in any way lessen the role of the researcher in the process

of coding, analysis and interpretation of data.

7.2.4 Limitations ofresearch

Every effort was made in this study to include the voice of the key stakeholders
involved in the transfer of pupils from mainstream to special schools for MGLD. However,
while drawing on aspects of critical theory in an effort to give voice to the views of parents,
pupils, principals and teachers, this study does not claim to be transformative, or
emancipatory, in terms of empowering any group of individuals. Rather, it is hoped that this
small-scale study has given a voice to participants in relation to their perspectives on
educational provision for pupils with MGLD in mainstream and special schools.
In an effort to portray the differences, as well as similarities, between schools, four different
special schools were chosen to represent differences in terms of size, location and
demographic factors. The participation of only one teacher in case D may be viewed as a
limitation of this study, although each group was strongly represented across cases.
W hile the perspectives of four participant groups were sought in this study, this is not to
suggest that other groups (including psychologists, SNAs and other agencies involved) do not
have information to contribute on the transfer process. However, given the timescale and
limited scope of this study, it was not possible to include representatives from all professional
and support bodies involved in educational provision for pupils with MGLD. The four groups
identified in this study were chosen because they were considered to be those most directly
involved in the transfer process. The perspectives of teachers and principals in mainstream
schools were sought but it must be noted that only a small number of mainstream primary and
post-primary schools participated in this study and the views expressed are not representative

of all teachers and principals in mainstream schools.
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As this study was qualitative in design, there is a lack of statistical data regarding the number
of pupils who transferred from mainstream schools and the types of additional learning needs
experienced by pupils, particularly with regard to SEBD. This information would have
enhanced the study, in particular with reference to the representation of pupils with and
without additional needs in the special schools.

Given the limitations in scope and timescale, it was only possible to focus on the reason for
transfer in relation to a very small cohort of pupils with MGLD in special schools. However,
a multiple case study design was chosen as it allowed for an in-depth analysis of the
experiences of participants in four special schools for pupils with MGLD.

Finally, it is important to note that there are many pupils with MGLD who do not transfer
from mainstream to special schools and that this study focussed on the experiences of pupils,
as well as their parents and teachers, for whom educational provision in mainstream schools
was perceived as being inappropriate, or insufficient, to meet their needs. Future research
which seeks examples of positive experiences in relation to educational provision for pupils

with MGLD in mainstream schools is warranted.

7.3 Summary of key findings

The aim of this study was to investigate factors influencing the transfer of a cohort of
pupils with MGLD from mainstream schools to special schools for pupils with MGLD. The
study also investigated perspectives on educational provision in both sectors. The role played
by the key stakeholders in the transfer process was examined in order to explore issues of
power in decision-making processes regarding educational provision for pupils with MGLD.
The findings indicate that there were a number of factors influencing the transfer process.
These included additional SEN experienced by pupils with MGLD, difficulties accessing the

curriculum in mainstream schools, dissatisfaction with supports and resources in mainstream
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schools and a perception by parents that the school structures and organisation in special
schools were more suited to the learning needs of pupils who transferred. Participants
identified differences in provision between special schools and mainstream schools in the
areas of curriculum, supports and resources and school structure. Curriculum provision in
special schools was perceived to be more vocationally-oriented than in mainstream schools.
Supports and resources included SNA support, support with transition from special schools to
further training and education and teacher expertise. The school structure of special schools
was considered by participants to be more appropriate for pupils with MGLD than in
mainstream post-primary schools, due to similarities with mainstream primary structures. An
examination of roles played in the transfer process indicated that many parents and pupils
played a subordinate role to professionals involved in decision-making with regard to
educational provision for pupils with MGLD.

The findings highlight dilemmas of difference in special educational provision for pupils with
MGLD, including dilemmas of identification, curriculum, placement, parent-professional
influences and participation.

The dilemma of identification is highlighted in the tensions that exist between models of
resource allocation at primary and post-primary levels where only one is based on
categorisation of MGLD. At primary level, the GAM does not require categorisation for
allocation of supports yet a perception that pupils with MGLD were not receiving appropriate
level of support through this model was highlighted in the findings of this study.

The curriculum dilemma is highlighted by the difficulties experienced by pupils with MGLD
who transferred in accessing the curriculum when they were in mainstream schools. These
difficulties were apparent in relation to curriculum provision in primary and post-primary
schools. At primary level, there was a perception that class size and content overload

contributed to the difficulties experienced by teachers in mainstream classes in differentiating
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the curriculum to meet the learning needs of pupils. At post-primary level, there was a
perception that the curriculum itself, in terms of content and assessment structures, was
inaccessible to pupils with MGLD. While there is support for perspectives on curriculum
overload at primary level and inaccessibility for some pupils with MGLD at post-primary
level (NCCA, 2010a; 2010b), there is little support from previous studies (including Bennett,
1998; Blatchford et al., 2003) on the relationship between class size and achievement in
primary schools. The need for a vocationally-oriented curriculum was emphasised by many
participants including teachers and parents. Pupils also expressed a preference for practical
subjects at post-primary level.

The placement dilemma is highlighted by the preference expressed by many parents and
pupils for mainstream placement and the perception that there were greater levels of
resources and supports available in special schools. These supports included support from
SNAs, support for SEBD experienced by pupils and support with transition from special
schools to further training and education placements. This dilemma highlights how parental
choice in relation to educational provision may be more driven by pragmatism than ideology
in relation to inclusion. This has been the finding of previous studies, including Runswick-
Cole (2008) and Frederickson et al. (2004).

The parent-professional dilemma is highlighted by the finding that many parents played a
subordinate role in the transfer process to the professionals involved. These professionals
were mainly teachers, principals and/or psychologists attached to mainstream schools. Some
parents indicated that they had never heard of the special schools before the recommendation
while others expressed the view that there were no other options available for their children.
Teachers and principals in mainstream schools indicated that it was part of their role to advise
parents of options available and that sometimes, the special school was considered to be the

most appropriate placement for pupils with MGLD. Some of these teachers and principals
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suggested that a recommendation to transfer to a special school would be more likely for
pupils with MGLD and SEBD, especially where pupils presented with disruptive behaviours
in mainstream schools.

A fifth dilemma, a participation dilemma, was proposed as a result of the finding that many
pupils also played a subordinate role in the transfer process. Many pupils indicated that their
teachers or parents had made the decision to transfer while some parents and teachers in the
special schools stated that many pupils experienced difficulties adjusting to placement in the
special schools after the transfer.

While analysis at macro-level was informed by a dilemmatic perspective, at micro-level,
analysis was concerned with the implications of findings at the level of policy with regard to

educational provision for pupils with MGLD.

7.4 Implications of findings for policy

The findings of this study have implications for policy with regard to the educational
provision for pupils with MGLD and in the broader context of a policy of inclusion of pupils
in mainstream schools. These implications relate to the areas of resource allocation,
curriculum and support for pupils with MGLD and additional SEN in mainstream and special
schools. Policy implications for pedagogy and teacher education are also addressed. The
findings also have implications in terms of the role of parents and pupils in decision-making

with regard to educational provision for pupils with MGLD.

7.4.1 Resource allocationfor pupils with Mild General Learning Disabilities
The findings highlight two issues with regard to policy in the area of resource
allocation for pupils with MGLD. The first of these is the implementation of the GAM in

primary schools, and the difficulties experienced by some schools with this model, and the
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second issue relates to differences in resource allocation between primary and post-primary
mainstream schools. The findings of this study highlight a perception amongst principals and
teachers in mainstream primary schools that the GAM represented a reduction in the level of
support available to pupils with MGLD as these pupils had to share resources with other
pupils in schools who required extra support. There was a perception that pupils with MGLD
could no longer receive adequate levels of individualised support due to the demands on
resources in primary schools. In addition to concerns expressed by teachers with regard to the
level of support available to pupils with MGLD, there was also a suggestion that only pupils
with significant, or severe, learning difficulties would be referred for assessment in primary
schools as categorisation would be more likely to result in resource allocation for these
pupils, whereas a categorisation of MGLD would not lead to an extra allocation of resources
for schools. The shift to a policy which gives flexibility to schools to decide on the level of
support required by individual pupils represents an effort to resolve dilemmas of
identification as pupils can receive support without having to be labelled as having MGLD.
However, the success of any policy depends on local capacity and will (McLaughlin, 1987).
Capacity includes providing necessary resources, supports and training required by teachers
and schools in the implementation of policy. The level of support and training which was
made available to schools in the implementation of the GAM is questionable and this is an
area which needs to be addressed if this policy is to facilitate the inclusion of pupils with
MGLD in mainstream primary schools. Will, is described by McLaughlin as the attitudes,
motivations and beliefs of policy implementers and this is determined by the implementer’s
assessment of the appropriateness of a policy. This is a concern with regard to current policy
in primary schools particularly given the views of teachers and principals in this study
regarding the appropriateness of the GAM for pupils with MGLD. Concerns have also been

expressed about the capacity of the GAM to cater for the needs of pupils with MGLD in
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previous studies (e.g., Stevens & O’Moore, 2009). The findings of the current study suggest
an urgent need for evaluation of the GAM in terms of its capacity to meet the learning needs
of pupils with MGLD in mainstream primary schools.

The second issue raised by the findings of this study is that inconsistencies in policy relating
to resource allocation between mainstream primary and post-primary schools have resulted in
conflicting bureaucratic and professional policy frameworks. This, in turn, causes confusion
and anxiety for pupils with MGLD and their parents in relation to entitlement to supports and
the level of supports available when moving from one sector to another. The findings of this
study indicate that this confusion was one of the key factors influencing the decision to
transfer to a special school for pupils with MGLD as there was greater certainty and a
perception of greater levels of resource allocation in the special schools. This highlights the
need for consistency and transparency in relation to resource allocation for pupils with

MGLD in the transition from mainstream primary to post-primary schools.

7.4.2 Curriculum andpolicy implications

The findings of this study have implications for current policy, particularly in relation
to the proposed curriculum reform atjunior cycle in post-primary schools. Allan and Brown’s
(2001) study of special schools in the UK emphasises the role of the special school in
preparing pupils for lifelong inclusion, and they present an argument for a
reconceptualisation of inclusion as belonging to a community rather than placement in a
particular school setting. The findings of the current study highlight the efforts of special
schools to provide a vocationally-oriented curriculum, which was considered by participants
to be more appropriate in meeting the learning needs and enhancing post-school outcomes for
pupils with MGLD, than the curriculum in mainstream post-primary schools. The curriculum

in mainstream post-primary schools was considered inaccessible due to its subject-based and



assessment structure. It is important that the development of any new curriculum framework
for pupils with GLD is situated within the broader context of curriculum reform rather than
an add-on to the general curriculum in mainstreams schools. The development of a
curriculum which provides a balance between academic and vocational skills, and which can
be accessed at a level appropriate to the individual needs of the learner, is a requirement for
all pupils, not just pupils who have been assessed as having a particular category of learning
disability. Itis also important that any curriculum which is deemed appropriate in facilitating
access for pupils with MGLD is available to any of these pupils who wish to access the
curriculum, regardless of school type or designation. An important consideration in the
implementation of a new curriculum framework for pupils at junior cycle is, once again, the

capacity and will of schools and teachers to implement such programmes.

7.4.3. Pedagogy, teacher education andpolicy implications

The findings of this study highlight a perception that teachers in mainstream post-
primary schools did not have sufficient knowledge or training to meet the needs of pupils
with MGLD. The findings also highlight a perception amongst teachers in mainstream
primary schools that it was very difficult to differentiate the curriculum for pupils with
MGLD who transferred to special schools. Where teachers experience difficulties in meeting
the learning needs of pupils with MGLD, then support and CPD is evidently required. There
are, however, issues with regard to the nature of such professional development. There has
been some criticism of teacher education programmes which reinforce a belief that specialist
knowledge and pedagogies are required to teach pupils with SEN. The idea of specialist
pedagogies for pupils with SEN has been challenged by Florian and Rouse (2009), who argue
that teacher education for inclusion should be concerned with the preparation of people to

enter a profession which accepts individual and collective responsibility for improving the
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learning and participation of all pupils. Difference amongst pupils is, thus, regarded as natural
and part of the human condition, rather than being associated with a particular group of
pupils. Ensuring that teachers understand that teaching strategies which are commonly used
in mainstream classrooms can be adapted to assist pupils identified as having learning
difficulties, is one of the core tasks of teacher education, according to Florian and Rouse
(2009). This view is echoed by Lewis and Norwich (2001) in their review of systematic
evidence concerning distinctive pedagogies for pupils with SEN, where they found no
evidence to support a distinctive pedagogy for pupils with MGLD. Lewis and Norwich
advocate the concept of a continuum of teaching approaches which entails adapting common
teaching approaches based on individual learning needs. Although common pedagogic
principles apply, the nature and intensity of application of any teaching approach will depend
on individual learning needs. What is required then is a reconceptualisation of pedagogy for
pupils with MGLD as inclusive, rather than specialist, and a reconsideration of how teacher

education can best prepare teachers to respond to the learning needs of all pupils.

7.4.4 Policy implicationsforpupils with MGLD and additional needs

The findings of this study echo those of previous studies (Male, 1996; Norwich &
Kelly, 2005) which have found that the majority of pupils who transfer to special schools
experience additional SEN. In this study, SEBD was more frequently cited than any other
additional need by parents, teachers and principals in special schools. The prevalence of
SEBD amongst pupils who transfer to special schools for pupils with MGLD raises concerns
about the ability of mainstream primary and post-primary schools to meet the needs of these
pupils. There was a perception amongst teachers and principals in mainstream schools that
teachers in special schools had greater expertise in catering for emotional and behavioural

difficulties and that the behavioural difficulties presented by these pupils were disruptive in



mainstream classes. The findings suggest that the recommendation to transfer pupils with
MGLD to a special school is more likely to be made for pupils with MGLD and SEBD than
for pupils experiencing MGLD only. This finding echoes that of Stevens and O’Moore
(2009), who found that more teachers in special schools for pupils with MGLD, than in
mainstream schools, considered their pupils to have SEBD. The findings of the current study
highlight the need for support and professional development for teachers in meeting the needs
of pupils with MGLD and SEBD. This includes support in identifying factors that contribute
to the development of SEBD. The need to address the lack of competence on the part of
teachers to identify causes of SEBD and to provide appropriate support for pupils
experiencing these difficulties echoes the findings of a recent review of best practice models
and outcomes in the education of pupils with emotional disturbance/behavioural difficulties
(Cooper and Jacobs, 2011). The findings of the current study also highlight deficiencies with
regard to the social inclusion of pupils with MGLD and the need for:rogrammes which

facilitate and foster peer relationships in mainstream schools.

7.45 Therole ofparents andpupils in decision-makingprocesses

The role played by parents in the transfer process is also a concern in the context of a
dominant professional policy framework. This was particularly evident in relation to the
finding that some parents were discouraged from enrolling pupils in mainstream post-primary
schools based on the results of entrance examinations or psychological reports. This
illustrates the power held by professionals, who engage in a form of professional
gatekeeping, with regard to decisions about access to mainstream schools. Partnership for
parents in education is a stated policy aim of the Government (DES, 1991) and is
underpinned by legislation including the Education Act (Government of Ireland, 1998).

However, the findings of this study indicate that many parents of pupils with MGLD assumed
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the role of client, rather than partner, in decision-making processes relating to their children.
The findings highlight the need for the development of clear policy and guidelines in relation
to the role of stakeholders in decision-making processes regarding educational provision for
pupils with MGLD to ensure a greater balance of power in these processes. The stakeholders
also include the pupils themselves and the findings indicate a need for greater involvement of

pupils in decisions relating to their education.

7.4.6 Dilemmas ofdifference and apolicy ofinclusion

One of the aims of this study was to explore the perspectives of principals, teachers,
parents and pupils with regard to educational provision for pupils with MGLD in mainstream
and special schools for pupils with MGLD. The findings identified dilemmas in the areas of
identification, curriculum, placement, parent-professional influences and in the participation
of pupils with MGLD in decision-making processes with regard to their educational
provision. These dilemmas are described as dilemmas of difference (Artiles, 1998; Norwich,
2002; 2008c) as they represent tensions which arise between positive and negative
conceptions of difference. While positive conceptions focus on the recognition and
celebration of individuality, there are also negative connotations, which may lead to
stigmatisation.
The findings of this study provide evidence that efforts to resolve dilemmas of difference in
relation to educational provision for pupils with MGLD, through the formulation of policy,
have not always proven successful. This was highlighted by teachers in mainstream primary
schools, in their criticisms of policy with regards to resource allocation for pupils with
MGLD. As Clark et al. (1998, p. 170) state “Forms of provision can be dismantled, but the

dilemmas out of which they arise cannot.”



194

How, then, can policy address dilemmas in the areas identified in this study, in a way that
facilitates the inclusion of pupils with MGLD in mainstream schools? There is a growing
body of opinion, internationally, that policy with regard to educational provision for pupils
with SEN must be developed as part of, rather than separate or parallel to, provision for all
pupils (Florian, 2007; Slee, 2008; Wedell, 2008). Special education is described by Florian
(2007), as the process of providing something different from, or additional to, that which is
otherwise available in schools. The findings of this study highlight a perception among
principals, teachers, parents and pupils that the special schools for pupils with MGLD could
provide supports, resources and expertise which were not available to the pupils who
transferred in their mainstream schools. There is an onus on policy makers to challenge what
Florian describes as complacency about what is not “otherwise available” (2007, p. 15) in
mainstream schools. This is especially important for pupils with MGLD, given the lack of
evidence for a distinctive pedagogy for this group (Lewis and Norwich, 2001). Where there is
no such evidence, Florian suggests that lack of expertise on the part of mainstream teachers is
not a compelling argument for the need for separate educational provision. Responding to the
diversity of all pupils is part of the core business of inclusion (UNESCO, 2005). While
differences between pupils must be recognised in order to meet individual learning needs, this
recognition applies to all pupils, notjust those who are described as having SEN. Recognition
of difference should not lead to any exclusionary practices which, in turn, reinforce dilemmas
of difference in educational provision. Debates around dilemmas of difference provide policy
makers, and all those involved in education, with an opportunity to reconsider thinking and
practice with regard to special educational provision, in order to improve the quality of

education for all pupils.
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7.5 Future research

The aim of this study was to identify factors which influenced the transfer of a cohort
of pupils with MGLD from mainstream schools to special schools for pupils with MGLD.
The findings build on those of previous studies in relation to educational provision for pupils
with MGLD (e.g., Stevens & O’Moore, 2009) and the transfer of pupils from mainstream to
special schools in Ireland (e.g., Kelly & Devitt, 2010). This study raises issues which are
worthy of further exploration through research in relation to educational provision for pupils
with MGLD, The first of these issues relates to the prevalence on additional needs, including
SEBD, among the population of pupils transferring to special schools. There is a need for a
database of the types of additional needs experienced by pupils in special schools which
indicates the prevalence of SEBD among this population.
Resource allocation for pupils with MGLD in mainstream primary schools through the GAM
was criticised by teachers and principals in mainstream schools. As there were a small
number of mainstream schools involved in this study, the findings are not representative of
all mainstream primary schools. However, the concerns expressed are worthy of further
investigation on a larger scale which suggests the need for data-gathering procedures which
will elicit information in relation to the efficacy of this model to cater for the learning needs
of pupils with MGLD. Where there are schools which have successfully adapted support
structures and provision for pupils for MGLD within the framework of the GAM, then case
studies illustrating models of best practice can be provided to support schools experiencing
difficulties in its implementation.
Access to curriculum at mainstream post-primary level was also an issue raised in the
findings of this study. The perception that the curriculum offered in special schools was more
appropriate to the learning needs of pupils with MGLD suggests the need for research which

focuses on best practice with regard to curriculum provision in special schools. The outcome
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of this type of research may prove invaluable in contributing to the development of new
curriculum frameworks for mainstream post-primary schools at junior cycle. The difficulties
experienced by pupils accessing the curriculum in mainstream primary schools and the
difficulties experienced by teachers in differentiating the curriculum at this level suggest a
need for research which identifies best practice in facilitating access to the curriculum for

pupils with MGLD.

7.6 Concluding remarks

The aim of this study was to investigate the perspectives of teachers, parents and
pupils with MGLD in relation to their views on the reasons that a cohort of pupils with
MGLD transferred from mainstream to special schools. Their perspectives on educational
provision for pupils with MGLD in mainstream and special schools was also sought in order
to identify similarities and differences in provision between both sectors. While current
policy advocates the inclusion of all pupils in mainstream schools, the values of equity and
participation which underpin this policy prove problematic when these values seem to
compete with one another. Where values compete, tensions or dilemmas arise and the
findings of this study highlight examples of these dilemmas in the areas of curriculum,
identification, placement, parent-professional relationships and in the participation of pupils
in decision-making processes regarding their educational provision.
The construction of policy takes place within the context of policy frameworks which reflect
dominant influences in relation to policy choices, at different times, in special education. This
study identifies inconsistencies in policy with regard to educational provision for pupils with
MGLD and the findings illustrate how conflicting policy frameworks have created confusion

and uncertainty for pupils and their parents. This, in turn, influences the decision to transfer



pupils from mainstream to special schools. The need for a clear and consistent policy with
regard to educational provision is apparent.

Finally, the findings of this study highlight the complexities involved in the realisation of a
policy of inclusion where dilemmas of difference arise and the importance of recognising,

and endeavouring to resolve, these dilemmas in the construction of future of policy.
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Appendix A: Interview Schedule Principal Special Schools

Interview schedule - Principal of Special School

A. General Information

N o bk w e

© o

10.
11.
12.
13.
14.

Number of years as school principal?

School enrolment number September 2009. Increase or decrease on previous years?
Criteria for enrolment in school? Priority?

Number of these who transferred from mainstream schools? Primary? Post-primary?
Number of pupils in school aged 4-11?

Number of pupils in school aged 12-18?

Special educational needs ofpupils in school other than mild general learning
difficulties (MGLD)?

Number of pupils with moderate general learning difficulties?

School structure and curriculum provision - primary/post-primary? Class groupings?
Number of classes? Class size? Curriculum? Certification?

Number of teachers - primary/post-primary?

Training?

Specialist teachers (VEC)? Resource teachers?

Number of support staff? SNA; HSE

Resources? Facilities?

B. Pupils who transfer

1
2.

© N o o &~

Average age of pupils at time of transfer from mainstream?

Reason for transfer? (stated before and during process by mainstream schools,
parents, other professionals involved etc.)

Special educational needs of pupils who transferred other than, or additional to,
MGLD?

Who initiates transfer process?

Role of special school in transfer process e.g. advising parents, schools.
Parental expectations of special school? Outcomes for their children?

Pupil expectations of special school?

Transition from mainstream to special school —pupils’ experience?

C. Difficulties experienced by pupils in mainstream primary?

Difficulties experienced by pupils in mainstream post-primary?
Difficulties experienced by mainstream schools in meeting needs?

What can special school offer pupils who transfer?

Difficulties experienced in relation to pupils who transfer?



Appendix B: Interview Schedule for Teachers in Special Schools for Pupils with Mild
General Learning Difficulties

10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.

17.

What are the reasons pupils leave mainstream and come to X School?

At what age do pupils generally transfer?

Do pupils who transfer have special educational needs other than mild general
learning difficulties?

What can X School offer a pupil with mild general learning difficulties who has left
mainstream?

Do you think that pupils who transfer benefit from coming to X School? How?
Who is involved in making the decision to transfer pupils from mainstream schools to
X School?

Who usually initiates the transfer process from mainstream to X School?

What role does the special school play in the transfer to X School?

What role does the mainstream school play in the transfer of a pupil to X School?
What role do parents play in the transfer of a pupil from mainstream to X School?
Who else is generally involved in the transfer?

What are the stages involved in the transfer of a pupil?

How do pupils generally cope with the transfer from mainstream to X School?

Do pupils generally maintain contact with their mainstream peers?

Do you have regular contact with the parents of pupils you work with?

Do you have regular contact with other professionals who may be involved with the
pupil?

Do you think that the special school is the best placement for pupils you work with?
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Appendix C: Interview Schedule Pupils

A. What do pupils consider to be the main differences between the mainstream and the

special school?
Questions

* What class are you in?

* Who is your teacher?

* Who else is in your class?

e  What kind ofwork do you do in your class in this school?

e s it hard? What happens if you get stuck? Does anyone help you with your work?
e What other kind of things can you do here? Other than classwork?
e What do you like best about this school?

e Is there anything you would like to change?

* Who are your friends here?

* Do you see them after school or in holidays?

 Areyou glad you came to this school? Why?

* Why did you come here?

*  Would you like to go to a different school?

*  Would you like to go back and visit your old school?

B. What were pupils’ experiences of mainstream?
Questions

Can you remember the school you went to before you came here?

* Was itabig school or a small school?

* Were there boys and girls at the school?

 Did you like your old school?

 What did you like best about it?

* Was there anything you didn’t like?

* What kind of work did you do there? Was it hard? Did anyone help you?

 Did you have friends there?

* Are they still your friends? When do you see them? Do you have friends here? Are
they in your class?

« Do you see your friends after school; when you’re on holidays?

C. What was pupils’ involvement in the transfer process?



Questions

e Why did you leave your old school?
* Who told you that you were coming to this school?
 Did anyone bring you to visit the school? What did you think of it?

e How did you feel about leaving your old school and coming here?
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Appendix D: Interview Schedule-Parents

Pwon o

© N o g

10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.

20.
21.
22.
23.

How old is your child?

How was your child when he/she transferred to X School?

What were the reasons you sent your child to X School?

When did you first realise there were difficulties in relation to your child’s education
in the mainstream school?

Do you think your child has special educational needs?

How would you describe these?

Were these needs met in mainstream? How?

When did you become aware of the possibility that your child could transfer from the
mainstream school to X School?

How were you informed about this?

Did you consider any other schools?

Did you visit or contact any other schools?

Did you or your child visit X School before he/she started attending?

Who organised the transfer?

How did your child react to the news that he/she would be going to X School?

How did he/she react to the first visit?

Does your child enjoy attending X School?

Does your child have friends there?

What do you think X School has to offer your child? Socially, academically?

What do you think are the main differences between X School and the mainstream
school? (Curriculum, structure, organisation, teaching approaches and supports).
What are the benefits to pupils who transfer from mainstream schools?

Are there any drawbacks or disadvantages?

W hich would be your preferred choice of educational placement for your child? Why?
Do you have any recommendations for post-primary schools in order for them to
become a viable option for pupils with special educational needs?
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Appendix E: Schedule for Interview (Principal Mainstream Primary School)

Key Questions

© o ~N o

10.
11.
12.
13.
14,
15.
16.
17.

18.

Are there pupils with mild general learning disabilities attending this school?

How are they supported within the school?

The introduction of general allocation resulted in pupils with MGLD moving into the
category of high incidence disability? Did this impact on support for these pupils?
How?

Have pupils with mild general learning disabilities transferred from this school to a
special school in the past?

Why do some pupils leave the mainstream primary school and transfer to special
schools for pupils with mild general learning disabilities (MGLD)?

At what age do pupils generally transfer?

What kind of special educational needs do they have?

Who is involved in making the decision/recommendation that a pupil should transfer?
What are the criteria or indicators which influence such a recommendation/decision in
relation to a pupil in the school?

is there a policy/document which guides this process?

Who usually initiates the process?

What role does the mainstream school play in the transfer process?

What role does the special school play?

Who else is involved?

What is the transfer procedure?

What can the special school offer these pupils?

What are the difficulties in relation to educational provision/inclusion for these pupils
in the primary mainstream school?

What can primary schools do to address these difficulties?
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Appendix F: Schedule for teacher’s interview (Mainstream Primary)

Key Questions

© o &~ w

~

10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.

16.

17.

Have you worked with pupils who transferred from here to a special school for pupils
with MGLD?

Why do some pupils leave the mainstream primary school and transfer to special
schools for pupils with mild general learning disabilities (MGLD)?

At what age do pupils generally transfer?

What kind of special educational needs do they have?

Who is involved in making the decision/recommendation that a pupil should transfer?
What are the criteria or indicators which influence such a recommendation/decision in
relation to a pupil in the school?

Is there a policy/document which guides this process?

Who usually initiates the process?

What role does the mainstream school play in the transfer process?

What role does the special school play?

Who else is involved?

What is the transfer procedure?

What can the special school offer these pupils?

Have you ever worked in or visited a special school for pupils with MGLD?

Do you feel confident in advising parents in relation to the appropriate educational
provision for pupils with MGLD?

What are the difficulties in relation to educational provision/inclusion for these pupils
in the primary mainstream school?

What can primary schools do to address these difficulties?



Appendix G: Interview with principal/deputy principals in post-primary schools

© ©® N o o A

11.
12.

13.

Are there pupils with MGLD attending the school?

What supports are in place to help pupils with difficulties like MGLD?

e Support teachers

* SNA

* Other

What programmes can pupils access if there are difficulties with the Junior Certificate
programme?

What programmes can they access after junior cycle?

Have any pupils with MGLD left before completing the Junior Certificate?
Where did they go?

Why did they leave?

At what stage did they leave?

Who was involved in the decision regarding placement?

. Some parents of pupils with MGLD have indicated that they didn’t send their children

to mainstream post-primary because of lack of sufficient support. Do you agree with
this perception?

Others have mentioned class size. Do you agree with this?

Some have indicated that they felt safety and supervision would be an issue. What do
you think about this? (bullying/medical needs/change of classes).

Do you think there are sufficient resources or supports available to support pupils
with MGLD?
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Appendix H: Letter to Board of Management of Special school seeking consent to
conduct research

January 25th, 2010.

RE: Research Study for Doctorate in Education

Dear Chairperson,

I am a lecturer in special educational needs in St. Angela’s College, Sligo and am
currently a participant on the Doctorate in Education (EdD) programme in St. Patrick’s
College, Drumcondra. As part of this programme, | am carrying out research in the area of
special education during this school year. The research study aims to investigate the reasons
why pupils transfer from mainstream schools to special schools for pupils with mild general
learning disabilities. The study will investigate the reasons pupils transfer from the
perspectives of principals, teachers, parents and the pupils themselves.

I would be very grateful if you would consider allowing x Special School to be
involved as a case study in this research project. The research methods will involve
interviews with the principal, parents, teachers and pupils. As this is not large-scale research,
this study will involve no more than four schools in total and no school, or participant will be
named in any draft or final document produced.

Data collection in the form of interviews will be conducted at the convenience of
schools and participants. Interviews with teachers and parents, will take approximately 45 to
60 minutes to conduct. It is hoped that four pupils will be invited to participate in interviews
with the consent of their parents/guardians. These will also be conducted at the convenience
of the school and will take no more than 30 minutes to conduct. Pupils must be aged twelve
or over, and will be accompanied by a trusted adult, nominated by the school, for the duration

of the interview.

Participation in this study is voluntary and any school or participant has the right to
withdraw from the study at any stage before its completion.

I would be very grateful if you would allow me to approach the school principal in
order to gain consent from potential participants in this research project. 1 would be happy to
visit the school to discuss the research process in more detail and answer any questions you
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may have in relation to the proposed research. | have included telephone and email contact
details below.

Yours sincerely,

Pauline Kerins

Lecturer in Special

Educational Needs

X (M)
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Appendix I: Consent Form

For the attention ofthe Board ofM aniement

Consent to participate in research study conducted by Pauline Kerins

Research Title

An exploration of factors influencing the transfer of pupils from mainstream
schools to special schools for pupils with mild general learning disabilities.

Purpose of research

This research aims to investigate the reasons why some pupils transfer from
mainstream schools to special schools for pupils with mild general learning
disabilities.

Requirements of Participation in Research Study

Participation includes an interview of between 45 and 60 minutes duration.
Participants include the principal, a selected sample of teachers, parents and pupils.

Confirmation that involvement in the Research Study is voluntary

The Board of Management is aware that participants who agree to take part in this
study do so voluntarily and may withdraw from participation at any stage before the

study is completed.
All data will be stored under lock and key by the researcher and will be destroyed

after a period of ten years.

Participant - Please complete the following
(Circle Yes or No for each question).

Have you read, or had read toyou, the letter accompanying this consentform

outlining details ofthe research project?
Yes/No

Do you understand the informationprovided?
Yes/No
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Have you had an opportunity to ask questions and discuss the study?
Yes/No

Have you received satisfactory answers to allyour questions?
Yes/No

I have read and understood the information in this form. Therefore, the Board of
Management consents to the participation of X Special School in this research project.

Signature:

Name in capitals:

Witness:

Date:
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Appendix J: Letter to principal of special school requesting consent to conduct research

November 24th, 2009.

RE: Research for EdD

Dear Principal,

I am a lecturer in special educational needs in St. Angela’s College, Sligo and am
currently a participant on the Doctorate in Education (EdD) programme in St. Patrick’s
College, Drumcondra. As part of this programme, | am carrying out research in the area of
special education during this school year. The aim of the research study is to investigate the
reasons why pupils transfer from mainstream schools to special schools for pupils with mild
general learning disabilities. The study will investigate the reasons pupils transfer from the
perspectives of principals, teachers, parents and the pupils themselves. It is hoped that the
research will highlight the experiences of all those involved in the transfer process and in
turn, raise awareness of the issues participants consider to be of relevance amongst the wider

educational community.

I would be very grateful if you would consider the participation of your school in this
research project. The research methods include focus group and individual interviews. A
focus group interview would involve parents and individual interviews would involve you, as
principal, and a small number of parents, teachers and pupils. It is envisaged that these would
take place between the end of January and February 2010.

Data collection in the form of interviews will be conducted at the convenience of
schools and participants. One focus group interview for parents will take approximately forty
five to sixty minutes to conduct. Participants will be invited to take part in a follow-up
individual interview at their convenience. Individual interviews will take approximately
thirty to forty five minutes to conduct. It is hoped that a small number of pupils will be
invited to participate with the consent of their parents/guardians. Pupils must be aged twelve
or over, and be accompanied by a trusted adult for the duration of the interview.

Participation in this study is voluntary and any school or participant has the right to
withdraw from the study at any stage before its completion. All interviews will be recorded
but no person, other than I, will have access to recordings. Recordings will be deleted on
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completion of the research project. No school or person will be named in any recording or
written draft of the research project.

I hope you will consider the participation of your school in this research. | have
included a summary of research questions and methods. I would be happy to visit the school
to discuss the research process in more detail and answer any questions you may have in

relation to the proposed research. | have included telephone and email contact details below.
I look forward to hearing from you.

Yours sincerely,

Pauline Kerins

X (M)
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Appendix K: Letter requesting principal of special school participation in interview

January 18th 2010.

Dear Principal,

I am a student on the Doctorate in Education programme in St. Patrick’s College,
Drumcondra and as part of the requirements of this programme, will be conducting research
in the area of special education. The aim of the proposed research is to investigate the
reasons why some pupils transfer from mainstream schools to special schools for pupils with
mild general learning disabilities. It is hoped that this research will highlight the experiences
and perspectives of all those involved in this process, particularly parents/guardians, teachers
and the pupils themselves. Your experience is considered to be of great value and it is hoped
that, by sharing these experiences, there will be greater awareness of the issues you consider
to be of relevance amongst the wider educational community.

I would be very grateful if you would consider participating in this research project.
Participation will involve taking part in an interview with me, as researcher. The interview
will be recorded but no other person, other than I, will have access to the recording. The
recording will be deleted on completion of the project. No school or person will be named in
any recording, draft or text of the research project. The interview will be arranged at a time
and location which is most convenient for you.

You have the right to withdraw consent at any stage even after signing the consent form. On
completion of the interview, you are invited to view the transcript of the recording if you so
wish. If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact me at the number or email
address provided below. Thank you for considering this request for participation.

Yours sincerely,

Pauline Kerins
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Appendix L: Criteria for pupil participation:

1. Pupils must be at least 12 years old.

2. Pupils must have transferred from mainstream schools within a period of one to three
years

3. Pupils must consent to being interviewed

. Parents/guardians must also consent to interviews.

5. Where there are a number of eligible pupils, they should not have transferred from the
same mainstream school

6. If there is sufficient representation of boys and girls then both should be included if

possible
7. Pupils have a mild general learning disability. Pupils may also have additional needs.
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Appendix M: Letter requesting participation of teacher in special school

Dear Teacher,

I am a lecturer in education in St. Angela’s College, Sligo and | am currently conducting
research as part of a doctorate in education. The aim of the research is to investigate the
reasons why some pupils transfer from mainstream schools to special schools for pupils with
mild general learning disabilities. It is hoped that this research will highlight the experiences
and perspectives of all those involved in this process, particularly parents/guardians, teachers
and the pupils themselves. Your experience is considered to be of great value and it is hoped
that, by sharing these experiences, there will be greater awareness of the issues you consider
to be of relevance amongst the wider educational community.

I would be very grateful if you would consider participating in this research project.
Participation will involve taking part in an interview. The discussion will be recorded but no
other person, other than I, will have access to the recording. The recording will be deleted on
completion of the project. No school or person will be named in any recording, draft or text
of the research project.

The interview will be conducted at your convenience and will take approximately 30 to 45
minutes. Interviews can be conducted by telephone or at a venue of your choosing.

You have the right to withdraw consent at any stage even after signing the consent form. On
completion of the interview, you are invited to view the transcript of the recording if you so
wish. If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact me at the number or email
address provided below. Thank you for considering this request for participation.

Yours sincerely,

Pauline Kerins
Ph: X
Email: X
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Appendix N : Letter requestion parent participation in interview

Dear Parent/Guardian,

My name is Pauline Kerins and | am a lecturer in special education in St. Angela’s College,
Sligo. | am carrying out research in the area of special education during this year as part of a
doctorate in education.

The aim of the research is to investigate the reasons why some pupils transfer from
mainstream schools to special schools for pupils with mild general learning difficulties. It is
hoped that this research will highlight the experiences and views of all those involved in this
process, particularly parents/guardians, teachers and the pupils themselves.

Your experience of mainstream schools, and special schools, is considered to be of great
value and it is hoped that, by sharing these experiences, there will be greater awareness of the
issues you consider to be of relevance amongst the wider educational community.

| have been granted permission by the principal to ask parents of pupils with mild general
learning difficulties, who have transferred from mainstream schools to St. x’s, if they would
consider taking part in this study.

Participation will involve taking part in an interview based on issues you, as a
parent/guardian, consider important to this topic. The discussion will be recorded but no other
person, other than I, will have access to the recording. The recording will be deleted on
completion of the study. No school or person will be named at any stage of the study.

The interview will take place at a time and venue of your choice. Interviews can take place
over the telephone if you prefer. The interview will take between 30 and 45 minutes in total.

Y ou have the right to withdraw consent at any stage even after signing the consent form. You
may view the transcript of the recording if you so wish.

If you would like to take part in this study please sign the enclosed form and return to me in
the envelope provided. You may contact me directly at the number listed below. Thank you.

Yours sincerely,
Pauline Kerins.

X
Email: X
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Appendix O: Letter to parents requesting pupil participation

April 19th, 2010.

Dear Parent/Guardian,

My name is Pauline Kerins and | am a lecturer in special education in St. Angela’s
College, Sligo. I am carrying out a research project with four special schools as part of a
doctorate in education. 1 am looking at the reasons why pupils with mild general learning
difficulties transfer from mainstream to special schools. | hope that this research will be of
benefit to me in my work with teachers and to the wider educational community including
pupils, parents and teachers.

The school principal has given me permission to ask some of the teachers, parents and
pupils in X School to take part in this research. | feel that the views of the pupils in special
schools like X School are very important and should be included in this research. 1 would be
very grateful if you would allow me to talk your child. This interview will take place in the
school and there will be other pupils and an SNA present. The interview will take no more
than thirty minutes in total.

The interview will be taped but I am the only person who will have access to the
recording. No child’s name will be used or written down at any stage of this project. All

recordings will be deleted on completion of the research project.

You can withdraw your child from the research project at any time, even after signing
the consent form. Your child can withdraw from this project at any time also.

If you are happy for your child to talk to me, please sign the attached form and send it
back to (Principal) by Monday 26thof April. If you have any questions, | can be contacted at

the number below.

Yours sincerely,

Pauline Kerins

X
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Appendix P: Letter to pupils requesting assent to participate

Dear ,

My name is Pauline and I am coming to visit your school on (day).

I will be talking to some boys and girls in your school.

I hope you will talk to me too and tell me about your school.
We will be talking about all the things you do at school, and about your friends
and teachers.
We will also talk a little about the school you used to go to before you came
here.

I will be asking you about some of the things you did at your old school and

about your friends and teachers there too.

I hope you will be happy to talk to me for a little while when 1 come to your
school.

I am really looking forward to talking to you.

I will be writing down some of things you tell me and using them to write a story
about your school but I will not tell anyone your name or write your name in the
story.

IT you want to tell me about your school, that is great, but if you don't want to
talk about it, that is ok too.

(named adult) will stay with us while we are having a chat.

From
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Appendix Q: Pupil’s Consent Form

Dear Pauline,

I got your letter and I know why you want to talk to me.
I will talk to you today.

(Adult) IS here too.

I am happy to talk to you.

Signed:

Witnessed:
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Appendix T: Emerging categories and themes within each case
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Appendix U: Merging and comparison of categories and themes across cases
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Appendix V: Themes linked to research questions
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Appendix W: Generating proposition statements
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Appendix X: Merging themes across cases
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