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Background 
The Outstanding Practice in Special Schools: Collaborative Forensic Inquiries project was conducted 

in collaboration with the University of Hertfordshire and four local special schools (identified as 

Schools A, B, C and D in this report) in 2015.  

All four participating schools are rated ‘outstanding’ by Ofsted. While Ofsted provides a general 

definition of what ‘outstanding’ teaching and learning looks like, it is often difficult to translate such 

generic terms into the context of pupils and students who have severe profound and multiple 

learning difficulties. The project emerged from a desire to better understand what ‘outstanding’ 

teaching and learning means in these special schools, to be able to articulate those meanings, to 

observe when and how outstanding teaching and learning happens, and to be able to apprentice 

other practitioners into its practice. 

The project comprised different aspects: 

 Defining a project focus 

 A cross-school survey 

 Sharing of practice through film clips 

 Piloting lesson study cycles 

Throughout the project, opportunities for cross-school networking and collaboration were offered, 

through face-to-face and online meetings. This full project is represented graphically in Figure 1.  

 

Figure 1: Outstanding practice in special schools project plan 
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This document reports solely on the findings from the cross-school survey. 

Approach to the study 
The survey, which comprises four sections, was designed by the schools involved in the project. The 

focus areas for each school were: 

 School A: Multi-professional practice 

 School B: Adult intervention to promote student learning 

 School C: Incorporation of skills for adulthood into the curriculum 

 School D: Use of communication technology with pupils on the autistic spectrum 

Each school wrote six questions associated with their focus area and they were compiled into one 

single survey. The final survey comprised 24 open questions and was sent to the participating 

schools to complete. A total of 88 completed surveys were received by the research team from three 

of the participating schools. These are Schools A, B and C, and are referred to thus in the rest of this 

report.  

There was potential for 2112 individual responses to the survey question and a total of 22,561 words 

were written in response to the questions. The survey responses were input into the data analysis 

package QSR Nvivo10, where they were manually coded to identify key themes across the whole 

dataset. The data were then re-coded to ascertain whether there were differences in the key themes 

identified according to school setting. The data are reported below at both survey and school level. 

In all cases both averages and raw numbers (e.g. 11%, n=9) are provided. Averages are used to 

enable cross-school comparison (taking into consideration the different response rates from the 

three schools) and the actual number of cases reported to enable readers to gain a sense of scale.  

Quantitative methods have been applied to the analysis of what is actually qualitative data in an 

attempt to draw meaningful results from a large sample of data. The reporting of the data through 

graphs, averages and numbers has been done to ease interpretation. While the use of numeric 

representation in this way can increase confidence in the findings, it needs to be noted that there 

are limitations in the data reported here: namely the sampling method and return rate and the 

substantial survey drop-out in the latter questions, which reflects survey fatigue due to the long and 

complicated nature the survey. Therefore, in the reporting of the data, we make no claims on the 

generalizability of the findings to the schools settings, or the special schools sector more broadly. 

Instead we intend to show, through the presentation of the data, the key themes, issues and 

challenges associated with the focus areas in the project. Direct quotes are included to reflect the 

richness of the qualitative data that was collected and to bring the numbers to life.    

In the next section of this report, a brief general overview of the whole dataset is given, before a 

more detailed breakdown of the data into the four focus areas.  

Findings 

1. Overview 
The findings are based on the 88 completed surveys that the research team received from three of 

the participating schools. The breakdown of the responses by school and school role can be seen in 

Table 1.  
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 School A School B School C TOTAL 

Teacher 7 10 11 28 

Leadership 2 2 2 6 

Teaching assistant 0 21 26 47 

Therapist 1 0 0 1 

Other support 0 4 1 5 

Not specified 1 0 0 1 

TOTAL 11 37 40 88 
Table1: Break-down of responses 

As can be seen in Table 1, School C provided most responses (n=40).1 Teaching assistants account for 

the largest percentage of respondents in terms of role (53%, n=57).  

Figure 2 offers an overview of the whole data set by means of the word cloud. The larger the words 

in the cloud, the more prevalent they were in the data.  

 

Figure 2: Word cloud of whole dataset 

Key words, as highlighted in the cloud, are: skills, children, communication, learning, support, home 

and school. These words permeate the responses across all of the sections of the survey and 

foreground the areas that respondents deemed most important.  

In the next section, the data will be broken down into the key themes of: 

 Incorporation of skills for adulthood into the curriculum 

 Use of communication technology with pupils on the autistic spectrum 

 Multi-professional practice 

 Adult intervention to promote student learning 

Findings are reported under the headings of the survey questions.  

                                                           
1 School A’s response rate is low because a batch of surveys sent to the research team by the school never 
arrived.  
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2. Outstanding incorporation of skills for adulthood into the curriculum 

2.1 What do you mean by “skills for adulthood”?   

The most frequently cited adulthood skills, mentioned in 18% (n=49) of responses, were those 

related to the development of independent living skills (see Figure 3); for example:  

Skills necessary to live as independently as possible 

Personal care (e.g. hygiene, getting dressed, brushing teeth), noted in 15% (n=40) of responses, and 

household skills (e.g. cooking, shopping) noted in 11% (n=29) of responses, are specific examples of 

how pupils could develop adulthood skills.  

Both communication (13%, n=36) and social skills (9%, n=24) reflect the attempts to develop pupils’ 

skills in interacting with other people. Responses included:  

Being able to communicate effectively with a range of people 

Skills that mean you can be in social situations appropriately     

 

Figure 3: What do you mean by “skills for adulthood”?   

A similar pattern can be seen in the data, when they are analysed at school-level, with the same 

areas of skill being indicated across the three schools. School A places, on average, more emphasis 

on communication (18%, n=6) and social skills (15%, n=5) than the other two schools. While School C 

makes more reference, on average, to household skills (16%, n=16), as shown in Table 1. 

Skills School 

 A B C Overall 

Communication 18% (n=6) 11% (n=13) 15% (n=17) 13% (n=36) 

Household 12% (n=4) 7% (n=9) 14% (n=10) 11% (n=29) 

Independent Living 21% (n=7) 18% (n-22) 18%(n=20) 18% (n=49) 

Personal care 15% (n=5) 11% (n=14) 18% (n=21) 15% (n=40) 

Social 15% (n=5) 10% (n=12) 6% (n=7) 9% (n=24) 
Table 2: skills for adulthood by school 

18% (n=49)

15% (n=40)

13% (n=36)

11% (n=29)

9% (n=24)

Independent living Personal care Communication Household skills Social skills
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2.2 What might be the characteristics of “outstanding practice” in this area?   

In terms of the characteristics of ‘outstanding practice’, these were defined most frequently in terms 

of providing opportunities for skill development through practical activity (see Figure 3), through 

examples such as: 

Providing in-context opportunities to practice life skills e.g. how to get to the shop; ask for 

what I want and pay for it 

Practical activities incorporated in the daily routine 

 

The three further areas of outstanding practice included: developing skills for independence; 

ensuring opportunities for effective communication between child and staff member; and 

emphasising differentiation to support individual children, see Figure 4.   

 

 

Figure 4: characteristics of outstanding practice in skills for adulthood 

There were many and varied responses to this question and there were few patterns when looking 

at the results according to the individual schools. All three schools did rank the development of skills 

through practical activity highly; with School A (31%, n=8) rating that higher than either School B 

(11%, n=9) or School C (18%, n=16).    

2.3 At the moment, what is your role in preparing pupils for the next stage in their lives? 

Respondents were asked to outline their own specific role in preparing pupils for their next stage of 

life. The most frequently mentioned areas can be seen in Figure 5, comprising: 

 Developing independence: 

Supporting them to help be independent where they can. 

I am really pushing them to do things independently. 

 Developing communication skills: 

How to make themselves understood - communication, in a way that is useful to 

them. 

Encouraging children to communicate their needs. 

17% (n=33)

7% (n=14)
7% (n=13)

5% (n=10)

Practical skill
development

Focus on
independence

Communication Differentiated
learning
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 Supporting the children’s personal care: 

Personal care, washing hands, using toilet, brushing teeth. 

Helping them get themselves dressed. 

 Enabling access into the local community: 

Giving opportunity to explore community by visiting many places. 

We take them shopping once a week to get used to local environment. 

 

Figure 5: Role played in developing skills for adulthood 

In terms of School-specific analysis, while all three Schools ranked the development of 

communication skills highly, on average, this was more important for the respondents from School A 

(21%, n=4) than for those from either School B (7%, n=4) or School C (10%, n=9). School C placed 

more emphasis on supporting personal care (13%, n=12) than School B (2%, n=1) and School A, 

which did not make reference to it at all. School B rated general support for children relatively highly 

(8%, n=5), but general support was not mentioned by the other two Schools. By general support, 

School B spoke about roles such as:   

To support and encourage; to be there. 

Supporting and guiding them. 

2.4 Examples of activities to support the development of skills for adulthood 

The respondents provided rich and varied examples of what they did in terms of supporting the 

development of skills for adulthood, which included activities like: setting targets, sharing ideas, 

playing instruments, reading, setting boundaries, buying resources, encouraging choice making, 

modelling behaviour and working with parents.  

When categorised, the four most common themes across the Schools were: using communication 

aids; helping with food; helping with personal care; and supporting trips into the community (see 

Figure 6). 

12% (n=21)

10% (n=17)

8% (n=13)

6% (n=11)

Developing
independence

Developing
communication

Supporting personal
care

Enabling access to the
community
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Figure 6: Examples of how skills for adulthood are supported 

In terms of the individual Schools, School A made reference to the use of Reviews (8%, n=3), which 

were not referred to by the other Schools, e.g.: 

Review progress with leadership team (School A) 

School B put more emphasis on the preparation of food (13%, n=13), than School A (6%, n=2) or 

School C (4%, n=4), e.g.: 

Feeding using cutlery, gathering plates, cups, knives, forks, spoons, giving them to peers, 

cleaning up (School B) 

Finally, School C placed more emphasis on trips into the community (16%, n=16) than School A (8%, 

n=3) or School B (4%, n=4), e.g.: 

Take the children on weekly trips out of school (School C). 

Taking them out into the community (School C). 

2.5 Family liaison with a pupil’s family in the area of adulthood skills development 

The respondents were asked how they liaised with families in the area of adulthood-skill 

development. As can be seen in Figure 7, the most frequently mentioned means was the home-

school link book, which is sent home to parents every day and offers a place for staff to share with 

parents what the children have been doing in school.  

11% (n=24)
10% (n=23)

8% (n=19)
7% (n=18)

Helping with
personal care

Trips into the
community

Helping with food Using
communication aids
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Figure 7: Liaison with parents in the area of adulthood skills development 

In terms of the School-specific analysis, these modes of communication feature as the most 

frequently cited modes, with the addition of meetings and open dialogue (School A) and meetings 

(School B), as can be seen in Table 3. 

 School A School B School C 

1st Ranking =Annual Review (14%, 
n=4) 
=Parents’ Evening 
(14%, n=4) 

Home-school link book 
(28%, n=27) 
 

Home-school link book 
(24%, n=27) 
 

2nd Ranking =Home-school link 
book (11%, n=3) 
=Meetings (11%, n=3) 
Open dialogue (11%, 
n=3) 
=Telephone calls (11%, 
n=3) 
  

=Meetings (10%, n=10) 
= Telephone calls (10%, 
n=10) 
 
 

=Parents’ Evening (11%, 
n=12) 
= Telephone calls (11%, 
n=12) 
 

Table 3: Mode of communication by school 

Some aspects of liaison with parents were mentioned by only one school: 

 School B: home visits by (9%, n=9) 

 School C: via the online space (3%, n=3) and the electronic portfolio package Tapestry (3%, 

n=3) by  

 School C: summer picnics (3%, n=3) and coffee mornings (6%, n=7), with one mention of 

coffee mornings by School B (1%, n=1).   

2.6 Barriers to achieving excellence in the area of the development of skills for adulthood 

When asked what the main barriers were to achieving excellence in the development of skills for 

adulthood, the four main areas identified were: the nature of the disability, time, consistency and 

resources (including money), as shown in Figure 8. 

24% (n=57)

10% (n=25)
9% (n=22) 9% (22)

Home school link
book

Telephone calls Parents evening Annual reviews
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Figure 8: barriers to achieving excellence in the development of adulthood skills 

Responses in these areas included: 

The children’s severe and complex difficulties, including physical difficulties, processing 

difficulties and communication 

Need to give children lots of time to develop independence, this can be difficult in a busy 

classroom with limited staff 

Making sure that everyone - professionals, parents and feeder schools - are consistent when 

working with children 

These barriers were relatively consistently reported across the three Schools. School B (20%, n=11) 

and School C (20%, n=20) were, on average, more likely to cite the nature of disability as a barrier 

than School A (6%, n=1). School A, with relatively smaller numbers (11%, n=2), emphasised a lack of 

parental engagement and the display of learned helplessness as barriers to achieving excellence; e.g. 

Communication with some parents limited or minimal; parents sometimes don’t support 

learning at home 

3. Outstanding practice in using communication technology with pupils on the autistic 

spectrum 

3.1 The communication technologies that are is particularly helpful for pupils in the schools   

The respondents provided a whole array of different technologies, equipment and devices that were 

used within their schools. While many were mentioned by only a small number of people (e.g. 

microphone; choice board; and light-up writing board), the following five devices were all mentioned 

twenty or more times: iPad; PECS; Switches and Eye Gaze, as shown in Figure 9. 

18% (n=21)

13% (n=15)

10% (n=12)
8% (n=10)

Nature of disability Time Consistency Resources
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Figure 9: Communication technologies useful in schools 

The iPad is a generic device and allows different applications to be downloaded to develop different 

skills. The other three are all assistive technologies, designed specifically for people with particular 

needs. PECS (Picture Exchange Communication System) is a form of augmentative and alternative 

communication, developed for people with autistic spectrum disorder; Switches are an access 

technology, enabling people to engage and participate in activities; Eye Gaze helps those who 

cannot physically use a computer to operate a computer or tablet using their eye movements.  

Looking at the school-specific data, the iPad is referred to most frequently in both School A (23%, 

n=9) and School C (21%, n=18). At School B, reference is made to the iPad, but, on average, less 

often (10%, n=12). School B, in contrast, makes relatively heavy use of PECS (17%, n=20) when 

compared to School B (7%, n=6) and School A, where it was not mentioned. All three schools use 

Switches, but for School A they account for 18% (n=7) responses, compared to 5% (n=6) in School B 

and 8% (n=7) in School C. 

School A also includes household objects in this category of communication technologies: blender 

(3%, n=1) and microwave (3%, n=1). While School B reports on the use of Makaton (signs and 

symbols to support communication) in 8% (n=9) of responses.  

3.2 The characteristics of ‘outstanding practice’ in the area of communication technology  

Respondents were asked to outline what they saw as outstanding practice in the area of 

communication technology to support children with autism. They described, in detail, the 

characteristics of how the technologies should be used (e.g. consistently, as part of everyday life, 

progressively); how the child could use the technology (e.g. to show wants and needs, for play); and 

the skills the use of the technologies are expected to develop (e.g. communication skills, 

independence). While a wide range of characteristics were reported, the following received the 

most comments: consistency; to develop independence; to show wants and needs; progressively, as 

shown in Figure 10. 

16% (n=39)

11% (n=26)

8% (n=20) 8% (n=20)

iPad PECS Switches Eye Gaze
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Figure 10: Characteristics of outstanding use of communication technologies 

In terms of the ways in which the technologies should be used, there was a clear message that the 

technologies should be used consistently; that they should be differentiated for the learner, and that 

they should be used progressively. The respondents said things like: 

Consistency across staff 

Differentiation - using switch to support learning / instructions, following stories, etc. 

Thinking about progression of use 

In relation to children, outstanding use was characterised predominantly by enabling children to 

show their wants and needs: 

Child can ask / tell you what they would like / want; can choose from a load of items / objects 

Pupils can request their needs; pupils can make choices 

To use them to request object/event/ people during the day 

Finally, outstanding use was also characterised by the impact on pupils through the development of 

both independence and communication skills: 

Children able to communicate by other non-verbal means 

Children increasing independence 

When you look across the different schools, these themes come through. They are, however, 

reflected differently within the different settings. School C signalled the use of technologies to 

develop communication more frequently (19%, n=6) than School A (4%, n=1) and School B (1%, n=1). 

While the need for consistency was less marked in School C (3%, n=1) than in School A (11%, n=3) 

and School B (n=11). For School A the emphasis on the incorporation of communication technologies 

into everyday life was seen as important (14%, n=4), e.g.: 

Using them throughout the day - everyday lives 

It was less important for School B (2%, n=2) and not mentioned at all by School C.  

11% (n15)

9% (n=12) 9% (n=12)

6% (n=9)

5% (n=8) 5% (n=8)

Consistently Develop
independence

Differentiated To show wants
and needs

Progressively Develop
communication
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3.3 Roles in the use of communication technology 

The respondents provided a range of different roles that they had when using communication 

technology. Figure 11 shows the top four responses. 

 

Figure 11: role in the use of communication technology 

As can be seen in Figure 10, the most frequently cited role is to support students in using the 

technology. While all schools described this role, it was most frequently referred to in School B (35%, 

n=17). All schools made reference to their role involving embedding technology into everyday 

practice, though this, on average, was more frequent in School A (26%, n=5), which aligns with its 

view that outstanding practice involves embedding technology into everyday life (see section 3.2). 

School C’s most frequently described role was to add stimuli to lesson content (24%, n=5). This 

approach was not mentioned within School B and only one respondent at School A described their 

role this way. Similarly, developing communication skills was also important for School C (19%, n=5), 

but much less so in School B (3%, n=1), and not mentioned at all in School A. 

School C was the only school to describe using communication technologies to communicate with 

parents (10%, n=2), as already indicated (see section 2.5). School B was the only school where 

respondents described their role as preparing the technologies for the children to use (8%, n=3).  

It is worth noting that three respondents (School B: 5%, n=2; School C: 5%, n=1) indicated that they 

played no role in the use of communication technologies within their schools. 

3.4 Examples of activities that are done to fulfil their role supporting outstanding practice in the use of 

communication technology 

Again, the respondents provided an array of activities that were carried out to fulfil their role in 

supporting outstanding practice in the use of communication technology. Many activities were 

mentioned by only one respondent; for example: modelling use, assessment, questioning, updating 

technology, and physical exercise. There were, however, three activities that received ten or more 

references across the whole dataset. They were: using technology to help children to request 

something; to provide opportunities for communication; and to support activities within the 

classroom. These are shown in Figure 12.  

22% (n=17)

8% (n=6)
6% (=5) 6% (n=5)

Help students to use it Add stimuli to lesson Embed in everyday
practice

Develop
communication skills
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Figure 12: activities done to role in using communication technologies 

Both providing opportunities for communication and supporting the use of technology to facilitate 

students in requesting to do something were present in all three of the schools’ top threes. 

Respondents said things like: 

Give the learners the freedom to use the interactive screen to choose games or curriculum 

based activities 

We use the individual communication systems throughout the day for children to make 

choices, comment and be heard. 

During snack time the pupils have the opportunity to request their snack using 

communication board 

Use of ICT in daily 'hello' session and when appropriate in other areas 

In contrast, only School B emphasised the use of communication technologies for play (13%, n=5); 

e.g.: 

Supporting children using eye gaze computer as a play activity 

School A was the only school to highlight how activities could support both socialising (10%, n=3) 

and the development of independence (10%, n=3).  

3.5 The forms of communicative technology used by the pupils’ families 

The number of different technologies that respondents thought families used at home was less 

(n=27) was less than those used within school (n=45). The same technology was, however, indicated 

in both home and school setting, namely the iPad. The other most frequently mentioned 

technologies were: computer, smart phone, and nothing. These are displayed graphically below in 

Figure 13. 

22% (n=20)

17% (16)

11% (n=10)

Request to do something Communication In-class support
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Figure 13: Home use of communication technology 

iPad use was quite consistent across the three schools with both School A and School B reporting 

iPad use in 25% (n=4) and 26% (n=12) of their responses. School C reported, on average, less usage 

at 17% (n=4). In contrast, they reported more use, on average, of smart phones (17%, n=4) and 

computers (11%, n=7) than either Schools A and B. 

The suggestion that no communication technologies were used at home was relatively evenly spread 

across the three schools. 

There was less frequent mention of specific technologies to support children with special education 

needs, with the exception of: School A which made reference to the use of symbols (19%, n=3) and 

School B to the use of PECS (11%, n=15).  

3.6 The barriers to achieving excellence in using communication technology  

Respondents reported different barriers they faced when using communication technology within 

special schools settings. The most frequently cited barriers across the dataset were: funding, 

consistency, access and training. This is shown in Figure 14. 

 

Figure 14: Barriers to achieving excellence in the use of communication technology 

23% (n=20)

10% (n=9)

7% (n=6) 7% (n=6)

iPad Computer Smart phone Nothing

21% (n=15)

14% (n=10)
12% (n=9)

10% (n=7)

Funding Consistency Access Training
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Access to funding was seen as a barrier within all three of the schools, where it was ranked the 

highest barrier. Respondents commented, for example: 

Funding - they can be expensive 

Money to buy more 

Funding of equipment 

Consistency ranked quite highly in both School A (19%, n=4) and School B (17%, n=6), but was not 

mentioned by School C. Similarly, accessibility was deemed a key barrier in School A (19%, n=4) and 

School B (11%, n=4) but not in School C. School C, however, reported technical difficulties (13%, 

n=2), which were not reported in School A and, on average, less of a barrier in School B (6%, n=2).  

Training was seen as barrier in all schools, with comments such as: 

No training / experience of equipment in programmes 

Lack of training 

No training or knowledge of ICT 

Reference to a lack of training as a barrier was more prevalent in the data for School A (19%, n=4) 

than in either School B (6%, n=2) or School C (6%, n=1).  

4. Outstanding multi-professional practice 

4.1 Outstanding teaching and learning in multidisciplinary contexts 

In order to achieve outstanding teaching and learning in multidisciplinary contexts, the respondents 

highlighted a number of, predominantly, work practices that needed to be in place. Figure 15 shows 

the four areas most frequently referred to. 

  

Figure 15: outstanding teaching and learning and multidisciplinary contexts 

The most frequently cited approaches involved working together and regular communication. 

Respondents made comments such as: 

A comprehensive 'meshing together' of working for the good of pupils between class teacher, 

support staff and all therapists involved with the child. 

14% (n=16)
13% (n=15)

8% (n=9)
7% (n=8)

Working together Regular
communication

Achieve aims Joint planning
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When all the teams and individuals involved in a child's learning and development are 

working together to ensure the best possible learning opportunities for the children. 

Everybody's strengths pulled together to help students reach their potential; drama 

therapies, music, OT. 

Regular discussions between all involved with the pupil and making changes to provision as 

and when required. 

Communication between everyone. 

The focus on collaboration was also apparent in the emphasis on joint planning: 

Jointly planning and leading session 

Setting targets for each pupil together with the MDT (multidisciplinary team) 

Finally, outstanding teaching and learning in multidisciplinary settings was deemed to happen when 

clear aims were set out and they were achieved; e.g.: 

Achieving goals and aims successfully 

Clear aims for each child understood by all 

For School A, their understanding of good multidisciplinary learning and teaching maps that of the 

whole group, with an emphasis on joint planning (20%, n=6). For School B, both regular 

communication (20%, n=12) and working together (15%, n=5) were foregrounded. In School C, the 

flavour was slightly different. Here the emphasis rested not only on the process of achieving 

effective multi-professional practice, e.g. working together (12%, n=3), but also on the impact that 

has on student learning, e.g.: encouraging motivated learning (15%, n=4) and happy students (12%, 

n=3): 

All learners engaged; all learners excited about their learning 

Pupils are calm and happy in the school   

4.2 The role of professionals in securing outstanding teaching and learning? (e.g. teacher, teaching 

assistant, therapist, lunchtime supervisor, member of leadership team, other support staff) 

The responses to this question came in the form of both general views of a professional’s role and 

also more role-specific descriptions. These are outlined in Table 4. 
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Role Responsibility 

Teacher Implement learning activities; set targets; follow advice of professionals; 
leads TAs; train others; timetabling; follow Ofsted 

Teaching 
assistant 

Follow teacher and other professionals; give feedback; provide medical care; 
general support 

Therapist Support team; resources and equipment; observe; develop skills; share 
expertise; liaise with others; jointly plan; train others 

Leadership 
team 

Maintain standards; accountability; ensure outstanding teaching; feedback; 
help with issues; support class teacher 

Lunchtime 
supervisor 

Support feeding; support independence; support social skills 

Table 4: Roles of specific professionals in multidisciplinary contexts 

When looking at the more general characteristics of a professional’s role in multidisciplinary 

contexts, three key themes came through the data: regular communication; shared goals; and 

consistency, as shown in Figure 16. 

 

Figure 16: Generic role of professional in multidisciplinary contexts 

The data suggests that the professionals need to work together towards a shared goal (usually 

defined as ‘doing what’s best for the child’) and in order to do this all professionals should be 

working consistently and communicating regularly. All schools shared these key characteristics of a 

professional’s role. School B, however, placed emphasis on the need to be supportive of each other 

as professionals (6%, n=5), which the other schools did not; e.g.: 

All staff supporting each other; not being afraid to say when something is right for a child / 

children 

Supporting each other 

10% (n=13) 10% (n=13)

6% (n=8)

Shared goals Consistency Regular communication
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4.3 Systems currently in place to secure collaborative working practices in multidisciplinary teams 

While the respondents reflected on a range of systems that were in place to secure collaborative 

working practices, such as: joint target setting; sharing practice; on-site professionals; codes of 

practice, these were reported by small numbers of people. There were, however, three key themes 

in this area, which received rather more mention: meetings, annual reviews, and training, see Figure 

17. 

 

Figure 17: Systems in place to secure collaborative working 

As can be seen in the Figure 16, the most frequently cited system was the meeting. Having space and 

time to meet with other professionals was deemed extremely important for successful collaborative 

working in multidisciplinary contexts. The meetings could be formal or informal, they might involve 

the parents, and they could be annual or more frequent. What was important was that there were 

meetings. Meetings were ranked top by each of the three schools: School A (35%, n=11), School B 

(32%, n=19) and School C (44%, n=8) 

Annual reviews represented a cross-school system, referred to, on average, more frequently by 

School A (10%, n=3) and School B (10%, n=6) than School C (6%, n=1). While training was more of a 

feature of School C (11%, n=2) than of School A (6%, n=2) and School B (5%, n=3).  

4.4 Barriers to working collaboratively with other members of multidisciplinary teams 

Barriers to working collaboratively included elements such as: a lack of resources, staff turn-over, 

lack of training, lack of confidence, appropriate venues, communication difficulties and personality 

difficulties. In terms of the three most cited barriers, there was one clear barrier, as Figure 18 shows: 

38

10

7

Meetings Annual reviews Training
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Figure 18: Barriers towards collaborative working 

Time was seen as an issue and respondent comments included: 

Some members of the multidisciplinary team do not get to spend as much time with the 

children as they should, therefore the input they have is not always as effective as it should 

be. 

Time: just not enough time to meet up as often as we would like 

Time to talk to other professionals can be difficult at times 

Trying to find times to meet suitable to all 

Time was, however, more of an issue for School B, where it was present in 50% (n=19) of their 

responses, than it was for either School A (16%, n=4) or School B (10%, n=1).  

In terms of professional focus, one major barrier recognised that different professionals often have 

different intentions for the child and that these might not always marry up: 

Therapists have a single-minded view of their therapy being the only priority for the child 

Differing roles and priorities, e.g. SALT are communication focussed; teacher has holistic view 

of child's teaching and learning 

Clashes of what each individual feels is 'most important' 

These differing viewpoints appear to be less of an issue for School B (3%, n=1) than for either School 

A (16%, n=4) or School C (20%, n=2). 

Another area raised by School A (12%, n=3) and School B (8%, n=3) is the challenges faced by 

professionals who are not fulltime within the school and therefore can have other commitments 

that can impinge on their approaches to collaborative working, making it logistically difficult: 

Organisational issues with part time professionals 

Not being at the school full time is difficult to fit meetings in 

33% (n=24)

10% (n=7)
8% (n=6)

Lack of time Professional focus Other commitments
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Therapy team having other commitments, especially the ones not employed directly by the 

school 

Not being directly employed by the school also raised issues in terms of accountability and 

commitment to the school.  

4.5 How multidisciplinary teams can work more effectively to ensure outstanding outcomes for pupils 

Relatively small numbers shared ideas about how multidisciplinary teams could work more 

effectively together. Some key areas included: 

 Joint agreement on priorities and target setting 

Make sure they know who the child is and what their targets are 

 More involvement of professionals in lessons 

Therapists to stay longer with the pupils in the classroom (not only observe) 

 Joint respect for each other’s roles 

Respect different roles 

 Direct employment by the school of all professionals 

School employing its own therapy staff team with school conditions of service e.g. no 

term time holidays 

The two key areas to emerge, however, were communication systems and meetings, as shown in 

Figure 19. 

 

 

Figure 19: Effective working in multidisciplinary teams 

In terms of communication systems, the respondents noted that there needed to be a focus on good 

communication (including listening and discussing), systems for meeting, reporting, and sharing 

outcomes, and recognising that more time needed to be devoted to developing effective 

communication. The recommendation of enhanced communication systems was made by 

respondents from all three schools, but with more prominence at School A (26%, n=5) than at School 

B (16%, n=6) or School C (18%, n=2).  

While meetings were ranked as the most important system to support collaborative working in all 

three schools (see section 4.3), in terms of developing more effective team work, School B, in 

19% (13)

16% (11)

Communication systems More meetings
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particular, advocated having more meetings (27%, n=10). This was less important, on average, for 

School A (5%, n=1) and School C, where it was not mentioned at all. Respondents from School B 

noted things like: 

Create some more time for meeting and discussing 

Keep meeting regularly 

Regular meetings to make sure professionals sort those things out they agreed on the 

meeting -doing follow-up 

 4.6 Importance of working in multidisciplinary teams in the Special Schools context 

In this area, there was much less variety of response. Clear reasons were provided as to why it was 

important to work in multidisciplinary teams in Special Schools. These included the need to share 

goals, to provide a holistic approach to support and development, the requirement to use specialist 

equipment and the desire to create meaningful change.  

The three main reasons provided to support the need for multidisciplinary teams in Special Schools 

are shown in Figure 20. 

 

Figure 20: importance of working in multidisciplinary teams 

By far the most prevalent reason for having multidisciplinary teams was the need to deal with a 

range of needs within special school settings that went beyond the expertise of a single individual: 

The pupils have very diverse needs and each pupil has a range of different needs which need 

to be supported by a range of professionals. 

The huge range of needs in a class is best thought of from lots of different angles. Not one 

single person has all the answers and the expertise to look at all the different issues affecting 

out students 

This reason was reflected in the responses from all the schools, but was most dominant in School A 

(50%, n=7) and School B (38%, n=11) in contrast to School C (13%, n=1).  

If the range of needs was large and the issues the children faced complex, a multidisciplinary team 

provided a multi-faceted approach to problem solving.  

We need to pool areas of expertise to arrive at common goals and approaches 

Other disciplines bring other ways of thinking which is useful 

37% (n=19)

20% (n=10)

12% (n=6)

Range of needs Multi-faceted approach Child at centre
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This line of thinking was, again, reflected across the schools, but was more dominant in School B 

(28%, n=8) than in either School A (7%, n=1) or School C (13%, n=1).  

Some respondents used this question to reflect specifically on the impact on students that 

multidisciplinary working had, namely keeping the child’s best interests at the centre of any 

interaction: 

To ensure the best for each student 

Because everyone needs to be working in the child's best interests 

This aspect was reflected in responses from School A (21%, n=3) and School B (10%, n=3). In contrast 

School C emphasised that multidisciplinary teams were important in terms of sharing good practice 

across disciplines (38%, n=3) and in ensuring consistency in any implementation of that practice 

(25%, n=2). 

5. Outstanding adult intervention in promoting children’s learning 

5.1 What is adult intervention in promoting children’s learning? 

The respondents offered a range of definitions of what adult intervention looked like in relation to 

promoting children’s learning. Many of the definitions were mentioned by only one or two people. 

They included such things as: providing hand-on-hand support; working with families; ensuring 

children’s safety; scaffolding; questioning, praising and offering the child variety. Some areas 

received more comment. Figure 21 shows the four top themes for this area: 

 

Figure 21: What is meant by adult intervention in promoting student learning? 

As can be seen in Figure 21, adult intervention is, on average, most frequently defined as the adult 

offering some kind of support to the child. Some of the respondents described adult support in the 

following ways: 

How we support the children in their learning 

An adult supporting a child to experience a task 

Giving a child something that can help them; guiding a child in the right direction 

20% (n=23)

8% (n=9)

6% (n=7) 6% (n=7)

Adult support Responsive to the
child

Curriculum design Role modelling
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This definition was shared across the three schools, with very similar levels of response: School A 

(24%, n=6), School B (18%, n=13), and School C (22%, n=4).  

Two of the other high ranking definitions describe in more detail how adults can support children to 

promote their learning, through being responsive to children and in role modelling for them. Being 

responsive to the child was a definition that was only provided by respondents from School B (13%, 

n=9). They offered comments such as: 

Being responsive and encouraging to anything the child does 

Being attuned to the child's communication i.e. if they are pushing you away, respect what 

they are saying to you 

Being responsive to children's actions 

Role-modelling was mentioned across the three schools, but was more prominent in School A (12%, 

n=3) and School C (11%, n=2) than in School B (3%, n=2).  

In contrast, School B (7%, n=5) put more focus on the importance of curriculum design and delivery 

in their definition of adult intervention than did School A (4%, n=1) or School C (6%, n=1).They 

described things like: 

Setting up activities to further children's learning 

Providing appropriate materials for children to learn from 

Adults are there to plan effectively to ensure all activities reflect the needs of pupils 

Only three respondents described adult intervention as the child and the adult working together, 

School A (8%, n=2) and School B (1%, n=1).  

5.2 Characteristics of “outstanding practice” in adult intervention 

Again, the respondents provided many different characteristics of outstanding adult intervention. 

Many of these were mentioned by only one person. Some, however, got more than one mention. 

Here are some of those areas that received four or five mentions, with an illustrative example: 

 Good communication between adult and child 

Communication - talking to get a reaction, a look, a touch, understanding 

 Promoting independence 

Always encouraging independence 

 The adult knowing the child well 

Knowing pupil well, picking up on small signs and supporting pupil to move forward 

through exploration, movement, gestural prompts, sign language etc. 

 Encouraging progression 

The adult is constantly looking for opportunities to develop child's awareness of self, 

choice, communication in all contexts 

 Allowing time for the child’s response  

Adults allowing pupils to process information 

 Responsiveness 

A classroom where everyone is mindful of the children and ready to respond 

appropriately  
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The key characteristics are shown in Figure 22. While adult intervention was defined as an adult 

providing support to a child, these data show the importance of providing appropriate support, 

consistently and with enthusiasm. 

  

Figure 22: Characteristics of outstanding adult intervention 

Providing appropriate support was something that was seen as equally important in all three 

schools: School A (11%, n=3), School B (11%, n=8), School C (13%, n=1). Respondents made 

comments such as: 

Judging when and at what point to offer prompts and also when to withdraw a prompt 

Understanding the amount of support to provide to allow for independence but also support 

Knowing when intervention is needed and when it is not  

The importance of enthusiasm was noted by School B (8%, n=6) and School A (4%, n=1), but not by 

School C. Consistency was noted more frequently in School A (15%, n=4) than in School B (4%, n=3). 

Consistency related not just to the interactions between staff and children, but also between staff 

and between staff and parents.  

5.3 What do you do to promote children’s learning? 

The most frequently noted activities associated with promoting children’s learning are shown in 

Figure 23. 

11% (n=12)

6% (n=7) 6% (n=7)

Appropriate support Consistency Enthusiasm
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Figure 23: role in promoting children’s learning 

Adopting a child-centred role in promoting children’s learning involved planning interventions based 

on children’s needs and interests and differentiating learning opportunities to meet the child’s 

individual needs. For others, their key role was to make learning as fun as possible and to design fun 

and engaging activities. Being flexible and willing to adapt to meet the needs of students was also 

seen as an important aspect of promoting children’s learning. While the importance of planning for 

adult intervention was also highlighted.  

For each of the schools there was a relatively even spread across a number of themes, with no real 

dominant roles emerging. School C seemed to show a preference for child-centre approaches (15%, 

n=2), while School B attached equal importance to child-centred approaches (11%, n=8) and fun 

activities (11%, n=8) and School A to fun activities (10%, n=3), delivering lessons (10%, n=3), 

monitoring (10%, n=3), and planning (10%, n=3). 

5.4 Personal characteristics that enable the promotion of student learning through adult intervention 

The respondents identified many personal characteristics that had that enabled them to promote 

student learning through adult intervention. These included: professionalism, resilience, good 

listeners, knowledgeable, organised, passionate, practical, reliable, caring, compassion, confident, 

hardworking, independent, clear, and empathetic. There were three areas, however, that received 

more than ten references. They can be seen in Figure 24. 

11% (n=12) 11% (n=12)

7% (n=8)

6% (n=7)

Child-centred Fun Adapt Planning
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Figure 24: Personal characteristics that support the promotion of learning through adult intervention 

The most frequently cited reference was to patience. This was identified in both School B (16%, 

n=15) and School C (16%, n=3). The focus on fun was most marked in School A (16%, n=4), but was 

mentioned in School B (6%, n=6) and School C (5%, n=1). While enthusiasm was more marked in 

School C (11%, n=2), but also noted in School A (4%, n=1) and School B (7%, n=7).  

5.5 Liaison with a pupil’s family in the area of adult intervention 

The data in this section maps closely onto the responses to an earlier question around family liaison 

in the area of the development of adulthood skills (see section 2.5).  

Figure 25 shows the four main modes of communication.  

 

Figure 25: Family liaison in the area of adult intervention 

The most frequently cited mode of communication was the home-school link book. This received 

equal mention from the three schools: School A (22%, n=6), School B (23%, n=23) and School C (25%, 

n=6). The regularity with which the home-school link books is used makes it an ideal means for 

communication with families. Telephone calls were the second most frequently cited mode. This 

13% (n=18)

8% (n=11)
7% (n=10)

Patience Fun Enthusiastic

24% (n=35)

12% (n=18)
11% (n=16)

9% (n=14)

Home-school link
books
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mode was, on average, more prominent in the data from School C (22%, n=6), than in School B (11%, 

n=11) or School C (4%, n=1). Annual reviews featured in all the schools’ accounts, but were more 

frequently referred to in School A (15%, n=4) than in School B (10%, n=10) and School C (8%, n=2). 

Finally meetings were also deemed important, specifically for School B (13%, n=13).  

As noted above (see section 2.5), home visits were only recorded by School B (11%, n=11); e.g.: 

Regular interventions at home where necessary 

And it was School C that made more use of virtual communication than the other schools to liaise 

with parents through their blog (13%, n=3) and the online e-portfolio Tapestry (4%, n=1). 

5.6 The barriers to achieving excellence in the area of adult intervention to promote children’s learning 

Respondents were asked to outline what they perceived to be the barriers in the area of adult 

intervention to promote children’s learning. They provided a range of individual responses. Figure 26 

highlights the four that received the most references. 

 

Figure 26: barriers to achieving excellence in adult intervention to promote student learning 

The most frequently cited barrier was time. This was apparent in predominantly in comments from 

School B and account for 25% (n=12) of all responses regarding barriers. Their comments included:  

Lack of time to prepare (particularly resources), to meet as a team, to discuss difficulties 

Time to liaise 

Time  

The second most frequently cited barrier regarded resources. Again this was a feature of School B’s 

comments (18%, n=9). Here resources reflected both human resources (staffing) and money for 

training and equipment.  

Parental engagement was also raised by School B (12%, n=6), but also mentioned by Schools A and 

C. Here there was frustration that parents did not always respond to staff comments or invitations to 

be more involved in their children’s learning: 

Does not reply to message in home book or phone calls; not interested in their child's 

development 

18% (n=13)

14% (n=10)

11% (n=8)

9% (n=7)
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Parents not replying; parents not turning up when they have arranged to do so; parents lack 

of / do not have time to or cannot manage to continue learning at home 

They may not read their home book. They may be busy and difficult to contact during the 

working day 

Finally, insufficient professional knowledge was raised as an issue for School A (27%, n=6) and 

mentioned by School C. There was a sense in some of the comments that some staff were not 

sufficiently trained to be able to deal with the students or that they did not know the students well 

enough: 

Adults not trained / do not understand students' needs   

Lack of knowledge of next steps 

Professional not having enough knowledge about their pupils 

Concluding remarks 
The survey provided much rich qualitative data that helps paint a picture of what outstanding 

practice looks like in special schools in the specific areas of: the development of adulthood skills; 

communication technologies to support children on the autistic spectrum; multi-professional 

practice; and adult intervention. Through data analysis, attempts have been made to quantify some 

of the key themes that emerged from the data. While this analysis remains impressionistic, it does 

bring to the fore the key areas that respondents associated with each of the sets of survey 

questions. 

In terms of the development of adulthood skills, these were predominantly defined as skills to 

enable children to live, now and in the future, as independently as possible. There was a focus in this 

section on developing independence through classroom and extra-mural activities that were 

practical in nature. Respondents saw their role as supporting students to become increasingly 

independent, particularly in the areas of: personal care, food preparation, household skills, and 

familiarisation with the local community and transport systems. The responses in this section 

highlighted the importance of engagement with parents to ensure continued development of skills 

in the home setting and the respondents highlighted a number of approaches to liaising with 

families in the area of adulthood skill development (e.g. home-school link books; telephone calls; 

parents evenings and annual reviews). Clearly the nature of the child’s disability impacted on the 

development of adulthood skills and respondents recognised the need to differentiate their work to 

suit specific needs. Respondents noted the challenges of finding time within a busy curriculum and 

classroom to ensure that all children are able to develop these important skills. Such skill 

development requires repetition and time for children to try things out more than once; finding that 

time was often difficult. The responses suggested that structuring adulthood skill development into 

everyday learning and teaching practice was most effective. 

With regard to the use of communications technology to support children with autistic spectrum 

disorder, the survey clearly showed that the most prevalent technology was the iPad, within both 

the home and school settings. Its popularity may well be due to its generic nature. As an 

applications-based device, it is possible to download a wide variety of apps which mean it can be 

used in many different ways. This is clearly useful within both the school and home setting. While 

assistive technologies were mentioned within the school-setting, there was less frequent mention of 

their use within the home. This could be due to the expense of buying a more specialised technology 

for use in the home when compared to a generic device can be used by more than one family 
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member. The respondents were clear that any technology should be used consistently within the 

school to ensure that the children had a clear message, and developed an understanding, of how to 

use it and why. Respondents predominantly saw their roles as being there to help students to use 

the technology effectively; however, responses also related to the impact the use of technology 

could have on skill development and student engagement more generally. The use of technology 

was described in quite functional way, seen as a means for children to better express their wants 

and needs and to enable them to communicate effectively. The key barriers to technology uptake 

was cost. There are major resource implications in trying to ensure that all children have access to a 

wide range of communication technologies, and this raised issues relating to accessibility and 

consistency of use. 

In terms of multi-professional practice, respondents were clear about the rationale for working in 

multidisciplinary teams. The range of children’s needs and their complexity mean that a single 

individual cannot deal with them alone. Multidisciplinary teams provide different viewpoints on 

issues and enable multi-faceted approaches to problem solving. In order for multi-professional 

practice to be effective, however, there needs to be effective and regular communication, with 

shared goals, target setting, and consistency across professions. The respondents outlined quite 

defined roles for people working within special school settings and there was a sense that there 

should be respect for the differences between the roles and for the expertise that each individual 

brings. One of the key challenges associated with multi-professional practice was finding the time to 

meet, plan, review, and share practice. This challenge was exacerbated by the fact that many of the 

professionals were not employed fulltime by the schools in which they work, making it difficult to 

collaborate and raising questions about their commitment to an individual school and its pupils in 

the face of other competing demands on their time. 

In relation to the role of adult intervention in promoting student learning, adult intervention was 

equated with the support and guidance that an adult gives to a child. Respondents described 

different ways in which that support should be offered; for example, being responsive to a child’s 

needs and modelling behaviours. To do this effectively, adults needed to know the children that they 

were working with and to keep their best interests in mind. While support was seen as important, 

the support had to be appropriate. This meant having an understanding of when to intervene and 

when to hold back. This is not always easy and requires a level of professional knowledge and 

understanding, which some respondents feared not all adults had. Adult interventions should be 

used consistently and with enthusiasm. Respondents highlighted the importance of flexibility and 

adaptability in adult interventions, recognising that sometimes plans would have to change to best 

support the student. Patience was regarded as a key personal characteristic in this area; being willing 

to wait and allow a child to try before intervening was deemed key. Communication with parents 

was described in standard terms: through meetings, home-school link books, and telephone calls. 

One of the barriers to developing outstanding practice was the perceived lack of parental 

engagement, with parents not willing or not able to engage in their children’s learning. A further 

issue, which was present across all sets of questions, was a lack of time to meet, discuss and assess 

approaches to adult intervention that effectively support student learning. 

The survey was carried out in three school settings. Given the differences in response rates across 

the schools, it is hard to generalise the findings and make clear statements about the differences 

between the settings. There did, however, seem to be wide agreement around the most important 

factors in each of the focus areas. Differences, where they did exist, were small. It could be argued 

that School A places more emphasis on collaborative working and joint planning than the other two 

schools; that School B foregrounds fun, play and enthusiasm in their interactions with students and 
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values dedicated meeting time for school staff, where staff can provide mutual support to each 

other; and that School C supports outreach activities, through coffee morning and picnics, engages 

parents through virtual communication (blog, e-portfolios), and encourages the sharing of practice. 

These observations, however, are offered tentatively. Overall, the general level of consensus of what 

constitutes ‘outstanding practice’ is perhaps reflective of outstanding settings in which the 

respondents work.  

 


