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This project involved the updating of a review of research evidence about teaching strategies for children with special educational needs (SEN).  It followed up a scoping study carried out for the DfES in June-October 2003 by teams from the Universities of Cambridge and Manchester (Davis, P. and Florian, L. (2004)  Teaching Strategies and Approaches for Pupils with Special Educational Needs:  A Scoping Study,  Research Report 516,  London:  DfES).  One of the main findings of the original review was the need to look at how teaching strategies are combined in practice.  This applies not only to children with complex needs such as those identified with emotional and behavioural difficulties, but also to children with difficulties in complex areas of learning such as reading.   These ideas supported are developed in Kershner and Florian (2004).

We were able to employ as research assistants three newly qualified primary teachers.  Each took responsibility for one area of SEN and searched for (a) recently published evidence in that area (2003-4), and (b) evidence relating specifically to how teaching strategies may best be combined in practice.  One assistant also focused on current research evidence relating to the role of ICT in teaching pupils identified with SEN.  In addition to updating the original database of research references, each wrote up a short summary of their views about the research evidence in a particular area (e.g. teaching strategies for pupils with autistic spectrum disorders). This helped us all to make practical sense of the rather diverse research findings in the literature, adding the valuable perspective of newly qualified teachers on the research material.  For example, one remarked in her final report:

Using a combination of strategies is the general consensus for effective teaching…This reaffirms what we, as trainee teachers, have been taught….Perhaps the most important benefit I have gained from reading the research findings is a reminder of how different all children are. And regardless of what SEN they have, teaching should be adapted according to these individual differences.

Another commented:

The literature on ASD (Autistic Spectrum Disorders) treats ASD as a separate and very specific disability, which could imply that teachers who will have a child with ASD in their class must use highly specialised teaching strategies.  However, having read the recent literature of teaching strategies for these children I am not daunted by the prospect of having a child on the Autistic Spectrum in my class….I would conclude, based on the recent literature, that a variety of teaching strategies may need to be put into place in the regular classroom in order to accommodate a child on the Autistic Spectrum.  The environment must be considered as well as behaviour management strategies and teaching and learning methods….A pedagogy combining these factors would not only allow the autistic child to succeed but also be beneficial for other pupils, since many of the strategies are good mainstream classroom practice.

Towards the end of the project, Dr. Nidhi Singal joined us to review the complete findings and prepare a theoretical overview of the types of research evidence available about teaching pupils with SEN.  She also worked on organising the archive of photocopied material for future use. 

In addition to the general findings about current research developments and the value of involving teachers in this sort of research (partly to enhance the bridging between research and practice), the study also prompted further thought about the labelling of children with SEN. For instance, we concluded that it is worth looking more closely at alternative ‘ways of knowing’ pupils with reference to current developments in education.    A subsequent discussion of all pupils (including pupils identified with SEN) as ‘learners’, as ‘citizens’, as ‘human beings’, as ‘active members of a learning community’, and as ‘innovators’ is included in Kershner and Florian (forthcoming, 2006).
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