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Introduction: What We Know

Singapore has seen an increase in the 
number of children diagnosed with 
developmental delays or disabilities 
recently (Straits Times, 2016). Indeed, 
a majority of children with special 
educational needs (SEN) currently attend 
mainstream schools (CNA, 2016; MOE, 
2017). As such, increasing attention 
has been paid to early intervention and 
special education as delineated in the 
third Enabling Masterplan (Steering 
Committee of the Enabling Masterplan 
2017–2021, 2016). Although teachers 
may be more able to identify and support 
the needs of students with physical 
differences and emotional/behavioural 
regulation difficulties, it may be less easy 
to identify students with mild learning/
attentional difficulties (Fuchs, Fuchs, & 
Compton, 2004). The increasing number 
of children with SEN in schools and recent 
policy endeavours imply a need to better 
understand how these students can be 
better supported in the classroom.

The Study 

Our study, Tran-SEN, seeks to understand 
the outcomes of children with SEN as 
they transition into primary or special 
education and the factors influencing their 
development. Approximately 650 children 
with SEN participated in this study. Child 
outcomes were assessed through annual 
administration of child assessments 
using standardised tests, and parent and 
teacher surveys. Additionally, parents 
and school personnel supporting about 
80 children were interviewed annually to 

provide insight into the complexities of 
the transition and adjustment process to 
formal schooling. 

Ecological Systems as a 
Framework for Theory 

The ecological systems framework 
adapted from Poon, Conway, and Khaw 
(2007) offers a useful lens to view the 
factors influencing supports for students 
with SEN (see Figure 1). Within this 
framework, the classroom environment 
is nested within the school environment, 
itself contained within a broader external 
environment. Of interest to teachers 
supporting students with SEN are the 
interplay of factors within the classroom 
environment. Student factors interact with 
the teacher, physical settings, curriculum 
and resource, and peer factors to impact 
the supports available and accessible to 
the student with SEN. Key implications for 
supporting students with SEN are drawn 
from preliminary findings from teacher 
surveys and interviews.

C l a s s r o o m  S u p p o r t  f o r  S t u d e n t s  w i t h  S p e c i a l  E d u c a t i o n a l 
N e e d s :  W h a t  D o  We  K n o w  a n d  W h a t  E l s e  c a n  b e  D o n e ? 

By 1Kenneth Poon, Yang 
Xueyan, Roodra Veera

1Kenneth Poon is Associate Professor 
and Associate Dean with the Office of 
Education Research at the National 
Institute of Education (NIE), Singapore. 
He is also Co-Director of the Centre for 
Research in Child Development at NIE.

Implications for Classroom 
Support: What Else Can be Done?

Using the ecological framework, schools 
and teachers can support their students 
with SEN in the classroom by considering 
the following factors. 

 » Physical setting factors: Student 
learning and behaviour can be 
influenced by changes made to 
the physical setting by adjusting 
the classroom layout, the student’s 
seating arrangement among peers 
within the classroom setting, and 
by making adjustments to the 
environment to support the sensory 
needs of the student(s) with SEN. 

 » Teacher factors: Teachers 
themselves play an important 
role. It is crucial to understand 
the strengths and interests of the 
student with SEN. Understanding 
the current skillset the student 
possesses and their learning 
needs will enable teachers to 
better accommodate their learning 
needs via adaptations to the 
teaching style. 
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 » Curriculum and resource factors: 
Likewise, the learning and 
behaviour of students with SEN 
can be enhanced via special 
consideration of the student’s 
interests so that content can be 
customised to be more engaging. 
In a same way, introducing 
specialised resources such as 
visual schedules or using assistive 
technology are other ways to 
support the student with SEN.

 » Peer factors: Involving classmates 
to support their engage in learning 
and/or physical safety can be 
beneficial for the student with SEN.

 » Broader school environment: 
Within the broader school context, 
a study by Poon et al. (2012) 
indicated that various factors play 
a role in facilitating the support of 
students with SEN. These include 
employing resources to ease the 
transition between levels, having 
regular communication with school 
staff, incorporating flexibility in 
disciplinary procedures, providing 
rigorous staff selection, induction, 
and training procedures, making 
provisions for accommodations for 
the students’ needs, and fostering 
collaboration between the school, 
parents and professionals.

 » External factors: The student 
with SEN typically spends the 
majority of his or her time outside 
school. As such, it is essential 
that the school collaborates with 
not only parents but also other 
professionals (e.g., psychologists, 
therapists, tutors) that support the 
child.
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Suppo r t i ng  Ch i l d r en  w i t h  Spec i a l  Educa t i ona l  Needs

By Sylvia Choo

Sylvia Choo is a paediatrician practising 
at the Department of Child Development 
at Kandang Kerbau Women’s and 
Children’s Hospital in Singapore.

Who are the Children with SEN? 

They are children with learning problems 
or disabilities that make it harder for 
them to learn than most children the 
same age. Many children with special 
educational needs (SEN) may have 
Neurodevelopmental Disorders (NDDs)—
defined as a group of conditions, with 
onset in early development, characterised 
by developmental deficits that produce 
impairments of personal, social, 
academic or occupational functioning. 

NDDs in the latest edition of the 
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of 
Mental Disorders (DSM-5) include the 
following:

 » Intellectual Developmental 
Disorders,

 » Communication Disorders 
(Language/Speech/Social 
Communication Disorder),

 » Autism Spectrum Disorder,

 » Attention Deficit Hyperactivity 
Disorder,

 » Specific Learning Disorder,

 » Motor Disorders (Developmental 
Coordination Disorder, Tic 
Disorder). 

Characteristics of 
Neurodevelopmental Disorders

 » A description of a pattern of 
development, learning and 
behaviour. May not be definitively 
diagnosed at a very young age, 
as monitoring of developmental 
trajectory and for some conditions, 
appropriate nurturing or instruction 
is required. For example, dyslexia 
can only be diagnosed after the 
child has received formal reading 
instruction. Additionally, their 
environment may accentuate 
differences in functioning. 

 » Diagnosed by observation and 
opinion. A detailed developmental 
and medical history is taken and 
formal diagnostic assessments 
are accompanied by careful 
observations of the child 
from people who regularly 
communicate, work, and play with 
the child. Sometimes, selected 
medical investigations are 
indicated but there is usually no 
brain scan or blood test that will 
confirm the diagnosis of an NDD.

 » Multifactorial, rarely entirely 
biologic or psychosocial, in origin. 

 » The conditions often overlap or co-
exist. A child diagnosed with one 
NDD (e.g., Autism), will often also 
have a second NDD (e.g., Attention 
Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder). 

Some students with NDDs may not have 
a formal diagnosis. This may be because: 

 » the condition did not present in 
early childhood or preschool, 

 » parents may not have consented 
to further evaluation for various 
reasons such as aversion to a 
“label”, fear of the diagnosis 
affecting the student’s school 
experience, national service, future 
job prospects,

 » the child’s condition does not meet 
diagnostic criteria. 

However, the lack of a formal diagnosis 
does not mean that the student has no 
problems. Conversely, having a diagnosis 
also does not mean the problems are 
clearly defined and easily solved. 

It is also important to note that not all 
children with SEN have an NDD. These 
children may have:

 » sensory impairments such as 
hearing loss or visual impairment, 
or 

 » a medical condition or therapy 
that may impact on development 
and learning, through excessive 
discomfort, pain, drowsiness, 
malaise, or prolonged absence 
from school.

It is not difficult for teachers to identify 
students that function differently in class, 
but before we assume that the student has 
an NDD, teachers should communicate 
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3. Teaching organisational skills 

a. How to use the school diary 
to record homework or 
abbreviations for students 
slow in writing or copying. 

b. Placing key items in the same 
place (e.g., consent forms 
and homework in designated 
folders—this system should 
not be too complex).

c. How to pack their schoolbag.
It would be good to show what “success” 
looks like (e.g., a neat school bag with 
easily retrievable consent forms and 
homework, and a diary that reminds the 
child about homework).

4. Accommodations and modifications 

a. Keep your communications 
simple—sentences can be 
concise. Explain metaphors/
idioms, break down 
instructions into small steps. 
Check understanding.

b. Give more time for the 
student to answer a question 
(“thinking time”) or complete 
a task. 

c. Accommodations may take 
the form of extra time to 
complete examinations or the 
use of prompters, scribes or 
readers. 

d. Modifications may include 
a decreased spelling list, 
exemption from mother 
tongue examinations 
or studying subjects at 
foundational level.

These strategies are not meant to give the 
child an advantage but to level the playing 
field. Students with SEN often need more 
time to process, learn and practice. 

5. Communication between the various 
stakeholders is vital, especially at 
transition points. This also includes 
various subject teachers in the 
standard, or teachers at transition 
between standards. Building and 
maintaining good relationships, 
and keeping communication open 
with parents is useful. If the student 
has a known diagnosis, their parent 
or therapist might already have 
strategies that can help.

6. Celebrate strengths, successes, 
and achievements of the student, 
even if they are deemed “baby 
steps”. For example, students can 
be entrusted with responsibilities 
(prefects, class/subject-based 
monitors, environmental monitors, 
etc.) or awarded for their efforts 
(i.e., Best Progress Awards).

It is important to support the students 
and help them manage emotionally. 
Students with SEN are susceptible to 
bullying and/or anxiety and this may 
stem from their own awareness of their 
differences and difficulties in managing 
school activities. In our journey towards 
inclusion, we would want to emphasise 
the importance of social-emotional 
learning, where the fundamental beliefs 
of recognising diversity, the values 
of kindness, generosity, helpfulness, 
patience, tolerance, and the importance 
of friendships are taught. Teachers and 
school leaders should strive to nurture 
a bully-free culture in their classes and 
schools. 

Ultimately, we want every child to enjoy 
their learning journey in school, albeit 
at different paces. To nurture the joy of 
learning in every child, students must 
be given opportunities to practise and 
succeed. With the right approach and 
method, we can build an environment 
conducive for every student to flourish.

Choo, S. (2021). Supporting children 
with special educational needs. OER 
Knowledge Bites Volume 13 (pp. 
6–7). Singapore: National Institute of 
Education.
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with the various stakeholders (parents, 
teachers, allied educators, counsellors, 
therapists, and/or paediatricians) to 
gather more information. It is difficult 
and may be unfair to make judgements 
without considering the whole picture. 

How Can We Support the Child 
Who is Functioning Differently in 
Our Class? 

Teachers may want to consider the 
following strategies to make learning 
more accessible to students with SEN: 

1. Creating structure and predictability, 
reducing uncertainty. In children with 
autism, “intolerance of uncertainty” 
is often a trigger for anxiety. 

a. Designate specific areas 
for certain activities (e.g., a 
quiet “calm-down” corner, 
a designated homework 
submission basket).

b. Have schedules/routines to 
help students predict the 
next course of action, reduce 
anxiety and build confidence. 

c. Be clear and consistent about 
rules and boundaries; help 
students understand what to 
expect if they do not follow 
the rules.

Teachers can consider using visual 
schedules and reminders of rules to 
prevent the need for constant repetition. 

2. Improving attention

a. Consider placing students 
with attentional problems at 
the front or near the teacher 
and away from the doors and 
windows, which are easy 
sources of distraction.

b. Teach whole body listening.

c. Include movement breaks in 
your lesson plans, such as 
classroom responsibilities like 
cleaning the whiteboard. 

d. Teach the student to break 
a complex task into smaller 
tasks, making the task 
seem more achievable thus 
preventing de-motivation. 



8 |  OER Knowledge Bites

He lp i ng  S t uden t s  w i t h  Spec i a l  Educa t i ona l  Needs  Access 
Lea r n i ng :  Re f l ec t i ons  and  Lessons  f r om  t he  G round

By Sarinajit Kaur

Sarinajit Kaur is a Master Teacher Special 
Educational Needs (SEN) at the Academy 
of Singapore Teachers. She leads teacher 
leadership and champions support for 
students with SEN in mainstream schools.

The belief that every child wants 
to and can learn (Singapore 

Curriculum Philosophy) provides an 
anchor, a motivation and a drive within 
the local educational landscape.

When one truly believes that every 
child wants to and can learn, this belief 
becomes a source of motivation for 
educators to ensure that every child has 
access to learning. One then does his or 
her best to effectively teach and support 
these students. These include students at 
the heart of my work with the fraternity—
the ones who challenge our assumptions 
and beliefs.

Co-generative chats and surveys before 
and during professional development 
platforms attended by more than 1,200 

educators provided an understanding 
of the operational definition of what SEN 
(special educational needs) support 
looks, feels and sounds like in our 
mainstream classrooms. 

Engaged educators shared that their 
beliefs drive their practices and guide 
their actions. Whether one is serving 
as a teacher, an allied educator, an 
educational psychologist or a school 
leader, the common factor remains that 
the student is at the heart of all that 
one does. Having this common factor 
facilitates SEN support. 

Educators were interested to find out 
what they could do to attend to the needs 
of their students. A majority of these 
educators did not question why they—as 
mainstream teachers—have to put on a 
perceived additional hat. However, many 
felt incompetent in terms of skills and 
knowledge in the area of SEN.

Two key concerns were raised by these 
educators: 

1. Having to teach the SEN student 
effectively within a class of 40; and

2. A desire to better support the 
SEN student but feeling a lack 
of know-how, and the inability to 
create specialised resources and 
customised support.

In scanning the ground and 
understanding what helps students with 
SEN access learning in the mainstream 
classroom, four lessons from the ground 
were key as educators sought to harness 
and strengthen SEN support.

Lesson 1
A Common Language Aids Educators’ 
Work within the School

As better SEN support is provided 
and facilitated, educators appreciate 
a common reference point. On a 
national front, the Singapore Curriculum 
Philosophy and the Singapore Teaching 
Practice ensure that the fraternity is 
guided by a common language, so all 
students are better supported as they 
progress from one level to the next and 
one school to the next. Reinforcing this 
at the school and cluster level facilitates, 
and acts as a guide and anchor to SEN 
support. 
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Lesson 2
Focus on Building a Positive 
Classroom Culture as the Foundation 
to Effective Pedagogical Practice

Teachers shared that, as access is 
provided to all learners within their 
classrooms, Positive Classroom Culture 
is the most important and best starting 
point. Positive Classroom Culture guides 
teachers in the key areas that would 
ensure that the classroom is set up for 
effective learning. As shown in Figure 1, 
setting clear expectations and routines 
is a critical step in building positive 
classrooms where all students feel safe 
as full members of the classroom.

Lesson 3
Need for Clarity, Consistency and 
Consequence in Setting Expectations 
and Routines

Teachers were aware of the need 
for expectations and routines to be 
communicated to students for effective 
classroom management to occur. Most 
teachers dedicate time in the first week of 
the new school year to share expectations 
and routines with their classes.

The “what” and “why” were less of a 
barrier compared to the “how”. Teachers 
differed in their ways of the “how” and that 
led to confusion for the student with SEN. 

Teachers who did not assume that every 
student knows what is on their minds, 
intentionally and purposefully shared 

Figure 1. Positive Classroom Culture.

their expectations explicitly and clearly. 
When done consistently with a clear 
logical consequence, on-task behaviours 
increased. When every teacher does 
the same, the student is provided a 
predictable learning environment where 
routines add to the positive classroom 
culture. If expectations and routines are 
clear and consistently practised with 
the appropriate consequence exercised 
when there is a deviation, the student will 
be better supported. 

Expectations and routines of how we 
wish to start and end a lesson, submit 
classroom assignments, seek support 

Case in Point for Reflection

Who? A lower secondary male 
student who lacks understanding 
of social cues and has difficulties 
articulating his needs.

What? Student is distracted and 
off task. The lesson is disrupted as 
the teacher has to shout repeated 
reminders for the student to stay 
on task as he often seems lost.

How? Articulate your expectations 
clearly. 

A cue card or even a visual 
reminder on a board in front of the 
student can be effective. 

and ask questions, move from one place 
to another, among many other things, 
would need to be clearly articulated and 
followed through not just for students with 
SEN but also all other students.

Lesson 4
Teach the Skill before You Use it in the 
Classroom

Table 1 in the next page spotlights 
common instructional strategies across 
various subjects (extracted from SEN 
Resource Portal at http://intranet.moe.
gov.sg/Send/Pages/Resources.aspx).

Teachers tend to spend some time 
planning for suitable instructional 
strategies based on the topic and 
objectives of the lesson. As various 
strategies such as graphic organisers 
are included in the lesson to enhance 
engagement and learning, what would 
facilitate support for students with SEN 
is to make the use of the strategy explicit 
and clear. 

What would also help is for teachers to 
not assume that students would already 
know what and how, for example, a 
KWL (Know, Want-to-know, Learned) 
chart is used. We would need to take 
the student through the KWL chart step 
by step so that expectations are also 
communicated. For a student who may 
need many reminders, a visual cue card 
with the step-by-step for reference would 
be helpful especially if this is a strategy 
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teachers often use in their teaching. When 
used often enough, the student becomes 
familiar and would just need to refer to the 
cue card for support instead of requiring 
repeated instructions.

SEN support in the mainstream 
classroom is not about having a very 
specialised set of skills and knowledge 
but essentially about effective teaching in 
which we show students how we expect 
them to engage in the teaching and 
learning in our classrooms. We may not 
need a new set of tricks in our bag but 
a relook at our current practices to make 
them accessible to not just some or most 
learners but all learners. What may seem 
simple and intuitive to us may not be the 
same to the student. Likewise, what we 
may not consider a big deal can be a 
huge source of support for the student. 

As we help students of all streams, levels 
and needs access learning, what would 
be most useful for these students is for all 
teachers to use the same methods and 

Table 1. Common instructional strategies across various subjects.

practices. This helps with predictability 
and routine that would likely help even 
an 18-year-old student with autism. What 
we are essentially doing is removing the 
distractors or “white noise” that impedes 
the learning. As teachers, we make 
learning accessible by allowing the 
student to focus on what is being taught 
so learning can take place. 

Conclusion

As I reflect on the essence of SEN 
support, the acronym SEN provides a 
clearer lens for effective teaching and 
learning:

Student Centred Learning where 
we provide a range of experiences, 
approaches and strategies to support 
learning that centres around the student at 
the heart of all our actions and decisions.

Explicit Instruction where we do not leave 
learning to assumptions, common sense 
or even chance.

Kaur, S. (2021). Helping students 
with special educational needs 
access learning: Reflections and 
lessons from the ground. OER 
Knowledge Bites Volume 13 (pp. 
8–10). Singapore: National Institute of 
Education.

How to Cite

Needs Based Support which reminds us 
to move away from putting our students 
into rigid compartments according 
to what they cannot do or what their 
diagnosis suggests. 

The above encourages us to include 
rather than exclude the uniqueness that 
abounds within our classrooms.
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Behav i ou r a l  Assessmen t  o f  S t uden t s  w i t h  Spec i a l 
Educa t i ona l  Needs

By Nah Yong Hwee

Nah Yong Hwee is Assistant Professor 
with the Psychology and Child & 
Human Development Academic Group 
at the National Institute of Education, 
Singapore. Both his research and clinical 
interests are in the (early) detection of 
Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) in 
young children, as well as ASD across 
the lifespan.

Behavioural assessment seeks to 
provide an understanding of why 

some students with (Special Educational 
Needs) SEN “misbehaves” in classrooms. 
This article will examine the characteristics 
of behavioural assessment as well as the 
need for such assessment in the planning 
and evaluation of support strategies.  

Teachers who work with students with 
SEN may often ask and wonder: “Why 
does my student with SEN behaves in 
a certain way?” Sometimes, we may 
even speculate and assume that the 
student is “intentionally” being naughty or 
disobedient. However, from a behavioural 
perspective, it is important to realise 
that our students are not born with “bad 
behaviours”, and that both adaptive and 
maladaptive behaviours are learnt.

In order to get a better understanding 
of behaviour, psychologists and 
behaviour analysts adopt this A-B-C 
Behaviour Analysis Framework. A is for 
“Antecedent” in which we want to know 
what events had happened prior to the 
“Behaviour” (as in B) of concern while 

C is for “Consequence” which is what 
had happened after the behaviour was 
demonstrated (see Figure 1 below). 

Understanding the type of antecedents 
that could trigger our students’ 
challenging behaviours is important as it 
could help us to be proactive by adopting 
prevention strategies rather than be 
reactive by dealing with the behaviours 
when they already happened. Based 
on Crimmins, Farrell, Smith and Bailey 
(2007), some examples of antecedents 
typically observed in schools include 
when students were given a specific 
assignment or type of work to do, 
when they were told “no” after asking 
for something, when they encounter 

frustration, failure or interruptions on a 
task (especially during preferred activity), 
when they need to transit between 
activities or classes, or when they had to 
interact with a specific person (teacher, 
principal or peer).

Understanding the function of the 
behaviour is also important. When 
working with students with challenging 
behaviours, teachers need to ask this 
question: “What purpose does the 
behaviour serve?” In general, there are 
four functions to consider: (1) to gain 
(social) attention; (2) to gain a tangible 
reward; (3) to gain sensory stimulations; 
and (4) to escape. Once we have a better 
understanding of the function of the (mis)

Figure 1. The A-B-C Behaviour Analysis Framework.
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behaviour, we can use certain general 
principles of behaviour management 
to help us. For instance, we can use 
the principle of positive reinforcement 
where we praise the student’s behaviour 
of raising his/her hands up to give the 
answer (rather than the behaviour of 
shouting out the answer) if we understand 
that the function of his/her behaviour of 
shouting is to get your attention.

How we determine or make a best guess 
about the function of the behaviour is by 
conducting a behavioural assessment 
through either (1) indirect methods; or 
(2) direct methods. This next section will 
focus on the direct method of observation. 
According to McLoughlin and Lewis 
(2001), there are 5 steps involved in the 
process.

Step 1: Describe and define the 
behaviour to be observed. 

It is pertinent to define the target behaviour 
so that all parties involved are clear when 
behaviour does or does not occur and 
to be able to collect data (i.e., measure). 
For instance, an example of operational 
definition of tantrum could be defined as 
“a tantrum will be counted whenever the 
student pounds on the table or throws 
objects”. 

Step 2: Select a measurement 
system. 

If we are doing a direct observation of the 
student, we could consider using either 
(1) frequency recording; (2) duration 
recording; (3) latency recording; or (4) 
interval recording. Setting up a recording 

strategy will help us identify times or 
activities where behaviour is most and 
least likely to occur. For instance, we may 
find that a particular student’s aggressive 
behaviour is most likely to occur between 
9.30am and 10am (English lesson), and 
11am and 11.30am (Math lesson), in which 
little choice is given during the lessons or 
he is expected to work independently.

Step 3: Set up the data-collection 
system using the following 
guidelines.

 » When and where will the 
observation take place? Select 
times and settings where the 
behaviour is of greatest concern.

 » How many observation periods? 
How frequent? If possible, try to 
observe daily for a minimum of five 
days or until a complete picture of 
the behaviour has emerged.

 » Who will act as the observer? A 
teacher will be less disruptive 
to the classroom but may be 
limited by his/her classroom 
responsibilities.

 » How will observational data be 
recorded? Paper and pencil, audio 
or video recording? Prepare data 
collection sheets and interval tape 
or vibrating watch.

Step 4: Select a data-reporting 
system. 

We can present results in a visual 
format such as a graph or chart. This 
visual presentation can help to compare 
performance or progress across different 
phases, facilitates decision-making, and 
it is also an easier format to present to 
parents than using statistical terms such 

as means, standard deviation, mode, etc.

Step 5: Carry out the observations. 

The behavioural assessment process 
may seem tedious and time-consuming. 
However, once we have such assessment 
data, it will help us in the planning and 
evaluation of support strategies for our 
students with SEN. It is important that 
our practices are guided and supported 
by evidence (i.e., data that we have 
collected).  
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After the series of presentations, Associate Professor Kenneth Poon chaired a panel discussion with the speakers. Below are some 
highlights extracted from the questions discussed. 

How can schools better support parents 
of children with special education 
needs (SEN)?

Would it be advisable to put all the 
pupils with SEN in the same class for 
each level, in view of resource planning 
and support? 

How could teachers better engage a 
student with very negative mindset and 
low confidence who refuses to follow 
instruction and is disruptive?

Similar to supporting parents of children 
with SEN, it is important to build a 
relationship with the student and find out 
his or her unmet needs that result in the 
different behavioural issues. Make use of 
team-based approach to work with the 
child—form and subject teachers, allied 
educators, the child’s parents and many 
others could be rallied to support the 
child. 

Differentiate between a child who does 
not want to do something and one who 
is not able to do it. Peeling the layers to 
find out the underlying issues will help 
educators identify what they can work on 
and how to tackle them differently, such 
as building small successes in the child’s 
life, focusing on confidence building and 
skills in order to minimise disruption, 
and others. For example, when working 
with a child with both dyslexia and 
socio-emotional difficulties, focusing on 
helping the child improve in his or her 
reading will have a direct knock-on effect 
on their reading ability and self-esteem. 
Undergirding these suggestions is a 
positive and strength-based approach. 
Begin with something that the child can 
improve on.

It is crucial that schools first recognise 
that for children with SEN, schooling 
is a journey with the parents of these 
children and that the journey will take up 
a lot of time. As such, positive parent-
teacher communication will go a long 
way. It is always helpful to understand the 
underlying fears and emotional barriers of 
parents (e.g., fear that certain information 
about the child might be used against 
them/their child, fear of being judged 
or viewed as a bad parent, etc.) and to 
assess how much the parent is ready to 
deal with at any particular stage. 

Taking the time to understand parents is 
invaluable in supporting school’s efforts 
to work with parents. Special efforts could 
be made pertaining to parental fears and 
emotional barriers such as:

 » a greater transparency of the 
school in the use of the child’s 
information;

 » an explicit expression of the 
school’s desire to help their child 
and the steps they intend to take or 
have taken;

 » helping parents understand that 
recognising a child with SEN 
could, in turn, help teachers 
perceive and understand the 
child less negatively, as it offers 
an alternative explanation for the 
child’s behaviour;

 » engaging parents through different 
channels (e.g., an external 
counsellor meeting the family in a 
different context like at the child’s 
home) to allow difficult information 
to be more easily received.

Schools should consider the reasons 
for placing all pupils with SEN in one 
classroom or spreading them across 
different classrooms and whether 
that would fulfil the wider purpose of 
education for every pupil. Separately, 
schools should also recognise the 
functions of a regular classroom and a 
classroom for targeted intervention to 
take place. The former allows pupils to 
learn both academic and non-academic 
skills, including developing friendships, 
empathy, working with others, etc. The 
latter is meant for intentional interventions 
with standard treatment protocols and 
targeted instructional purposes.

The panellists also cautioned that placing 
all pupils with SEN in one classroom 
could do more damage to:

 » the teachers: Teachers of the SEN 
classroom may deskill themselves 
by teaching the same things all 
the time to the same population 
of students, while other teachers 
are not given the opportunity to 
develop skills in managing and 
teaching pupils with SEN.

 » the pupils: Those with SEN may 
end up having a lack of positive 
influence in the classroom while 
the general student body may 
conclude that the way to treat 
people with special needs or when 
facing differences is to isolate 
them.
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