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Series Editor’S Preface – Key Debates In Educational Policy

Christopher Winch

Impact pamphlets were launched in 1999 as an initiative of the Philosophy of Education Society of Great Britain. Their aim was to bring philosophical perspectives to bear on UK education policy and they have been written by leading general philosophers or philosophers of education. At the time of writing, 18 have been published.

They deal with a variety of issues relating to policy within the field of education. Some have focused on controversial aspects of current government policy such as those by Andrew Davis on assessment, Harry Brighouse on disparities in secondary education, Mary Warnock on changes in provision for pupils with special educational needs and Colin Richards on school inspection. Others, such as those by Michael Luntley on performance-related pay and by Christopher Winch on vocational education and training, have been critical of new policy initiatives. Yet others have been concerned with the organization and content of the school curriculum. These have included pamphlets by Kevin Williams on the teaching of foreign languages, Steve Bramall and John White on Curriculum 2000, David Archard on sex education, Stephen Johnson on thinking skills, Graham Haydon on personal, social and health education and John Gingell on the visual arts.

The launch of each pamphlet has been accompanied by a symposium for policy makers and others at which issues raised in the pamphlets have been further explored. These have been attended by government ministers, opposition spokespersons, other MPs, representatives from the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority, employers’ organizations, trades unions and teachers’ professional organizations as well as by members of think tanks, academics and journalists.

Some of the original pamphlets have made a lasting impression on the world of education policy and have, in addition, sparked debates in both the policy and academic worlds. They have revealed a hunger for dealing with certain topics in a philosophically oriented way because it has been felt that the original pamphlet initiated a debate in a mode of thinking about educational issues that needs and deserves to be taken a lot further. The Key Debates in Educational Policy series aims to take some of these debates further by selecting from those original Impact pamphlets whose influence continues to be keenly felt and either reproducing or expanding them to take account of the most recent developments in the area with which they deal. In addition, each of the original pamphlets receives a lengthy reply by a distinguished figure in the area who takes issue with the main arguments of the original pamphlet. Each of the Key Debates volumes also contains a substantial foreword and/or afterword by an academic with strong interests in the area under discussion, which gives the context and provides extensive commentary on the questions under discussion and the arguments of the original author and his/her respondent.

There are a number of reasons for doing this. Philosophical techniques applied to policy issues can be very powerful tools for clarifying questions and developing arguments based on ethical, aesthetic, political and epistemological positions. Philosophical argumentation is, however, by its nature, controversial and contested. There is rarely, if ever, one side to a philosophical question. The fact that the Impact pamphlets have often aroused lively debate and controversy is testament to this. There has been a desire for a more rounded version of the debate to be presented in a format accessible to those who do not have a formal philosophical background but who find philosophical argumentation about educational issues to be useful in developing their own ideas. This series aims to cater for this audience while also presenting rigorous argumentation that can also appeal to a more specialist audience.

It is hoped that each volume in this series will provide an introduction and set the scene to each topic and give the readership a splendid example of philosophical argumentation concerning a complex and important educational issue.


Introduction

Lorella Terzi

Provision for children with special educational needs raises important and contentious questions at the level of theory, policy and practice in education. Many of these questions relate directly to the fundamental problem of how best we can enact the equal entitlement of every child to education, while acknowledging and respecting individual differences. They also relate to considerations about the aims of education and the role of schooling in society.

First, for example, is the question of whether or not to identify children’s differences and, if so, what differences should be considered relevant to education, and by which means they should be identified and evaluated. The current educational framework in England is based on the identification of children’s differences in learning in terms of educational needs. It is recognized that, during their schooling, some children have special educational needs, i.e. needs requiring provision which is additional to, and different from, provision on average available in mainstream schools. However, concerns have been raised about the usefulness of the concept of special educational needs as an appropriate means of identifying and describing children’s differences (Norwich, 1993, 1996 and chapter 2 in this volume). Moreover, issues arise in relation to the possible discriminatory and ‘labelling’ use of the concept, seen by some as inscribed in a model which emphasizes individual differences as ‘deficits’, thus inherently devaluing children on the basis of their presumed ‘defects’ (Barton, 2003; Corbett, 1996).

Second is the question of schooling or, more specifically, of whether children should be educated together, in a common ‘inclusive’ project, or whether they should attend special, or indeed specialist, schools, more ‘attuned’ to their individual characteristics. This questions is interrelated to conceptions of inclusive education (more on this below), and entails not only considerations about the location of education, but also wider concerns about curricular contents, learning and teaching methods, and teachers’ expertise. While current provision in England encompasses both special schools, catering only for children with special educational needs, and mainstream ‘inclusive’ schools, where these children learn alongside their peers, current policy is mainly geared towards educating children with special educational needs in mainstream schools.

Third, and related to the previous two, is the question of the funding of special needs education, which requires accountable and feasible means of providing appropriately for different needs, together with considerations about fair allocation of resources within limited budgets. The situation in England in this respect is two-fold. It involves a system of identification of needs conducted and funded by schools, alongside a complex and often lengthy process through which Local Authorities issue ‘statements of special educational needs’. This process ensures that additional, externally funded services and support are provided for children whose needs are not met through special intervention at school level. However, the complexity of this system has resulted in profoundly unequal resource allocation across Local Authorities, with consistent and widespread differences, both in the number of statements issued, and in terms of funding (Terzi, 2008). It has furthermore caused tensions and disputes between parents, schools and Local Authorities.

Finally, provision for children with special educational needs raises a further, important and deeply controversial question, which fundamentally underpins the previous ones, and concerns the meaning of inclusion in education. While there seems to be a general consensus on the value of inclusion, there is little agreement on what this actually means in an educational context. A project of inclusive education, for instance, is seen by some as a process towards the aim of an inclusive society, where the role of schools is to prepare for participation in social arrangements. On this view, every child should be educated in mainstream schools, which should be flexible and able to effectively respond to differences, without recourse to special provision. Others maintain, instead, that schools should specifically be focused on the characteristics of children and their learning, and hence special schools should be considered part of a broad inclusive project (Cigman, 2007). While these are only some of the questions that characterize debates on special needs education, each of them involves several further problems and points of contention, thus exemplifying the complex nature of the issues involved.

It is against this background that I present the essays of this volume, the main aim of which is to further the debate on provision for children with special educational needs, and to make suggestions for educationalists, policy-makers and politicians. The collection brings together new essays by Baroness Mary Warnock and Brahm Norwich in an interesting and compelling discussion which innovatively engages many of the questions outlined above. Stemming from the ideas expressed in 2005 by Mary Warnock in her thought-provoking pamphlet ‘Special Educational Needs: A New Look’ – reproduced integrally in this collection – the debate between these two scholars comprises a response by Brahm Norwich to the pamphlet, followed by a further reply by Mary Warnock. The result is a set of different and, at times, contrasting theoretical and more practically oriented insights, which nevertheless suggest important ways forward in the field. A concluding chapter aims at critically tying elements of the debates together. In the following summaries I briefly touch upon some of the insights discussed in each essay, while attempting to present the main elements of contention between the authors.

Undoubtedly, the 1978 Inquiry into the Education of Handicapped Children, chaired by Mary Warnock, and hence known as the Warnock Report, has marked a watershed in the education of children with disabilities, and has established a framework of provision whose main elements are still in place today. In 2005, nearly 30 years after the influential Report, Warnock published a pamphlet, ‘Special Educational Needs: A New Look’, in which she reflects upon some of the more contentious aspects of the legacy of the 1978 Report. It is within the Report, and indeed its enactment in the 1981 Education Act, she claims, that the ‘seeds of confusion’, which still characterize the field today, were planted (page 18). According to Warnock, confusion has emerged in relation to the concept of needs, and particularly the statement of special educational needs, as well as
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