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ABSTRACT

Special School Physical Education Experiences: Pupils with behavioural

difficulties becoming pupil investigators

The voice of pupils with the label Behavioural, Emotional and Social
Difficulties (BESD), especially those within secondary special school
educational settings, is largely unheard. By using data collection methods
which placed pupils at its heart, this research explores the perspectives
towards Physical Education (PE) of a small group of secondary-school pupils
all labelled BESD and receiving education in a small special school. This
two-part study is qualitative in nature and has a social constructionist
phenomenological design. The exploration of data collected from photo
elicitation, focus group meetings and individual interviews identified issues
within PE lessons that pupils found meaningful. In the second part of the
research, pupils took on the role of pupil investigators and explored the
perceptions and experiences of their BESD-labelled peers through video
interviews. This data, along with reflective field notes and informal
conversation with pupils, was then analysed using Interpretative
Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) and NVivo 11. Two main themes were
identified: the importance of the role played by pupils’ relationships with
teachers, friends and peers, and the valuable insights accessed when pupils
are given a voice. Findings include the dominant and decisive role of the PE
teacher, how pupils’ behaviour and attitudes within PE lessons is affected
by their desire to maintain respect among their friends/peers, and the
negative effects of pupils’ disempowerment within PE including lack of
consultation and choice regarding the curriculum and PE kit. The research
concludes, whilst acknowledging the inevitable constraints on the
curriculum offer of any small school, that within this offer pupils are further
disenfranchised. They are not encouraged within the medium of PE lessons
to develop inter-personal skills nor to gain understandings of their own or
other pupils’ behaviour. Pupils’ lack of voice robs the school of feedback
and opportunities to develop a more inclusive approach to education and
fosters pupil disengagement.
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Introduction

The purpose of this study was to explore the perceptions and experiences of
Physical Education (PE) of a group of 15-year-old pupils who all had the label
Behavioural, Emotional and Social Difficulties (BESD) and who attended a special
school. The initial interest in this study came from both a teaching career within PE
in secondary schools and a career move into special education. | realised that the
PE experienced by pupils in secondary schools was different to that experienced by
similar-aged pupils in special schools. | became interested in exploring what pupils’
perceptions were about their experiences of PE within what is a large percentage of

the special school population — pupils with the label BESD.

Context of the study

PE, in one of its many forms, has been present in the education of children since the
start of compulsory education following the Education Act 1870 (Armytage, 1970).
The publication of the ‘Syllabus of Physical Training in Schools’ (1933) provided the
basis of the teaching of PE in schools (then called Physical Training [PT]) and
accorded PE with a status and position in the elementary school curriculum (Evans,
1998). The Board of Education (1933) took the view that an efficient system of PT
could help compensate but not correct, alleviate or act as a remedy for all Britain’s
social and economic ills (Board of Education, 1933). The present situation is little
changed with the development of PE and its inclusion within the curriculum of
schools being linked to the perceived developing needs of the nation. The
introduction of National Curriculum Physical Education (NCPE) together with the
perceived governmental need to address issues such as childhood obesity and
physical inactivity has brought other pressures to bear on the development of the
subject of PE (Harris, 2018). The PE profession has recently begun to highlight the
physical, social, cognitive and affective benefits which taking part in PE may provide
(Bailey, 2006). PE academics (Harris, 2018) have been making the case for PE not
only to be a National Curriculum (NC) subject but that it should have the status of a

core subject within the NC. They make the case that it is the only subject which
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addresses the physical development aim of the curriculum whilst making a
considerable contribution to the spiritual, moral, social and cultural development of
children (Harris, 2018). The argument is also made that taking part in PE may
develop patterns that may lead to a healthy and active lifestyle post-school (ICSSPE,
2010).

These are the aspirations for the teaching of PE in schools and, if realised, would
place the teaching of PE at the forefront of the development of the individual pupil
both physically and in other ways. The realisation of these perceived benefits ought
to be available for all pupils in all forms of education. However, it seemed to me
that pupils were rarely asked about their perceptions of PE and this raised an
important question. If pupils were not asked about their views and experiences,
how was it possible to know fully if the perceived benefits of taking part in PE were
being realised. For pupils who make up a minority group, those with the label
BESD, it is also important to explore if they have access to the same perceived

benefits of PE as any other pupil.

Research in education has recognised that the voice of the pupils should be
included in all research which involves them (Fitzgerald et al., 2003; Fitzgerald,
2005; Coates, 2010, 2011; Coates and Vickerman, 2008, 2010). This appreciation of
the value of including pupil voice has been aided by policies and legislations notably
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child [UNCRC] (1989), the
implementation of this convention into UK law, and the development of school
policies relating to the needs of pupils with Special Educational Needs (SEN)
(Revised Code of Practice, 2001). The latest revision of the Code of Practice (Special
Educational Needs and Disability (SEND), Code of Practice: 0 to 25 Years (DES, 2013)
emphasises that pupils have the right to have their voices heard on all matters
concerning their education. In this research listening to the voices of the pupils

about their perception and experiences of PE is central.

There has been previous research into the views of pupils in relation to PE
(Fitzgerald, 2005; Medcalf, Marshall, Hardman and Visser, 2011), but such research
has tended to investigate pupils within mainstream education who have been
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designated with a SEN. There is limited research into how pupils who have the label
BESD experience PE in mainstream education (Medcalf, 2010). There is a further
group of pupils who have been neglected within research: those pupils labelled
BESD and who attend a special school. This is a small proportion of the total
number of pupils who have the label BESD, but is an important group whose voices
have rarely been heard. The experiences and perceptions of PE for this group of
pupils may offer a different view of PE from their mainstream peers. It has been
noted that pupils with the label BESD often have notable difficulties in learning
(Broomhead, 2013) and due to the pupils’ previous experiences may have
difficulties in maintaining behaviours that the school deems to be appropriate.
Whilst these behaviours might be managed within a school, in extreme cases there
is evidence that pupils who at school are deemed to exhibit unmanageable
behaviour are often referred to special education provision. Special schools may
have larger-than-average numbers of pupils who have been transferred from
mainstream education and who will therefore be receiving different experiences of
PE from their mainstream peers. The views of the mainstream pupils are the ones
most often referred to within PE research and it cannot be assumed that this group
represents a consensus view of the meaning that PE holds for all pupils. Whilst it
may be argued that this large group of pupils represent a consensus of views since
their overall experiences may be similar, it is only by the exploration of minority
groups that a fuller picture of the personal meaning of PE may be assessed. It must
be acknowledged that the differing experiences of pupils will affect the ways in
which they view PE and the personal meaning which they individually ascribe to PE.
It is the voice of these pupils that this research seeks to hear. These personal
experiences will be assessed through the medium of pupil voice which will allow the

individual pupil to express their experiences and perceptions of PE.

It is acknowledged that the views and experiences of the pupils are the subject not
only of their immediate experiences but also of their social and cultural
experiences. Whilst previous research has reported on the value of PE to the

individual, this research has been specifically designed to hear the voice of the BESD



pupils attending a special school and, by adopting interpretive principles of data

analysis, has been able to hear pupils’ views in an unbiased manner.

Purpose and Aims of the Research

The purpose of this research is to listen to the voices of a small number of Year 11
(ages 15-16) pupils on their experiences and perceptions of PE and to go some way
in bridging the gap in previous research by integrating the fields of PE, pupils
labelled BESD and pupils who attend a special school. This is an area which is under-
researched. In addition to listening to the pupils’ voices concerned, the research
aims to provide an understanding of what it is like to be a pupil labelled BESD in a

special school PE lesson and the part played by PE in the lives of the pupils.

This research aims to answer the primary question: ‘What are the experiences and
perceptions of PE of a group of 15-year-old pupils who have been labelled BESD and
who attend a special school?’ It is within this primary question that these sub-

guestions were addressed:

1. How do the pupils experience their PE lessons?
2. How do peer-relationships and pupil-staff relationships affect pupils’
experiences of their PE lessons?

3. Is PE important to the pupils?

Whilst this is the main purpose of the research’ further objectives will be

considered:

e Review and assess the methodological stances which have previously
been used in the study of the value of PE and the experiences of the
pupils within their school PE.

e Develop a methodology which allows the full experiences and
perceptions of the pupils to be revealed and allows the collection of
data from which it is possible to interpret pupils’ views about PE

lessons in their school.



e |dentify and interpret the areas in which there is similarity and
difference in the experiences of the pupils within the special school

and their perceptions of PE.

The views and perceptions of PE for a group of pupils with the label BESD attending
a special school were examined using a phenomenological exploration. The
emphasis was on understanding their views and the complex characteristics which

these pupils bring to their PE lessons.

Pupils with the label BESD

There has been widespread discussion amongst PE professionals on the potential
benefits that taking part in PE may hold (Bailey, 2006, Bailey, Armour, Kirk and
Sandford, 2009). In addition, it has been acknowledged that having practical,
physical and expressive creative experiences are an important constituent of the
education of pupils labelled BESD (Medcalf, 2010). As previously stated, there is a
paucity of research which links PE, pupils labelled BESD and special schools, so little
is known about how PE is perceived by such pupils. It is not the point of this
research to comment generally on special school PE or to extrapolate what it is like
to experience special school PE as a pupil labelled BESD. This research reports
specifically on the experiences and perceptions of a number of Year 11 pupils
attending a rural special school. Pupils’ views and perceptions on the PE curriculum
are described from the individual pupil’s views of what is important. These views
are highly contextualised and diverse in nature and as such can only be assumed to
be an account of the individual pupils’ experiences. In order to obtain a
representative interpretation of the experiences of the pupils, a research method
was utilised where the pupils themselves acted as pupil investigators and sought to
explore their own views and those of their peers on their experiences and
perceptions of PE. The pupil investigators were able to probe the answers of their
peers using their own incisive experiences of the lessons, thus providing more in-
depth responses. This in-depth probing helped the interpretation of the findings
since it helped reduce the likelihood of my own positionality becoming part of the

interpretation.



The pupil experiences in this research have been understood to have been socially
constructed over time. The varied and often complex relationships between the
learning environment and pupils’ own personality constructs all provide socially
constructed pupil perceptions. This research therefore accepts the social model of

disability as described by Vickerman (2007) as a recognition of the belief that:

disability, causation, and location are a combination of complex interactions
between the strengths and weaknesses of the child, levels of support
available and the appropriateness of education being provided (Vickerman,
2007, p. 22).

The social model provides the flexibility to appreciate that for pupils with the label
BESD there are many and varied influences on their lives and education which all

influence their perceptions.

One of the factors which the supporters of PE claim is that it provides a different
and varied experience for the pupil from any other curriculum subject. PE offers a
range of different activities which results in a variety of experiences for the pupils
concerned. These experiences need to be unpicked in order to explore the differing
perceptions of the pupils. This is relevant to pupils with the label BESD and fosters
understanding into how these pupils experience the practical, physical and

expressive/creative elements of PE.

Outline of Thesis

Chapter One provides a review of the key literature in the fields covered by this
research: SEN, special schools and pupil voice. It includes definitions of the terms
used in this thesis and explore the issues that previous researchers have identified.
Chapter Two reviews the literature surrounding the curriculum subject of PE and
outlines the potential benefits and negative aspects claimed from participation in
school PE. Chapter Three reviews the development and use of pupil voice in
schools. Chapter Four outlines the ethical issues encountered in this research and
the solutions which were found to various ethical issues. Chapter Five builds on the
work of previous studies and outlines the development of the research design,

sampling, and data collection methods. Details are provided of the pilot study and



its influence on the methodology used for the data collection methods of the main
study. The need for the use of pupil investigators is discussed, as is the
interpretation and analysis of the data. Chapter Six is the first chapter detailing
some of the findings of the research and concentrates on the social interactions
identified as being important in the research. Chapter Seven explores further
important findings of the research that arose from listening to the voices of the
pupils: choice, boredom and ability. Chapter Eight concludes with an overview of
the outcomes of the research and the identification and discussion of its

implications.

Summary

This thesis has sought to combine three fields in education previously under-
researched: PE, pupils with the label BESD and special school education. It was
designed to combine these elements and to provide a snapshot of what it means to
be a pupil labelled BESD attending special school PE lessons. It was acknowledged
that the contribution PE makes to the education of these pupils could be better
examined and understood by, amongst other things, listening to and understanding

the voices of the pupils as they are in a unique position to share their insights.



Chapter 1. Special Educational Needs, Special Schools and BESD

1.1. Introduction

The three following chapters provide an overview of relevant literature which has
preceded this study. The chapters include a consideration of special educational
needs, special schools and BESD, physical education and pupil voice. The chapters
include discussion of the themes which run throughout this study namely the issues
surrounding children who have the label BESD; their perceptions of PE lessons; the

issues surrounding PE within special schools; and the use of pupil voice.

This research concerned a group of pupils who all have a ‘Statement of Educational
Need’ and attend a special school. Children and young people labelled SEN do not
necessarily have a disability. Some disabled children and young people do not have

SEN; there is a lot of overlap between the two groups.

1.2. Research Approach

This research values the perceptions and experiences of the pupils taking part in the
research as it is from these lived perceptions and experiences that a snapshot of
what it is like to be a pupil labelled BESD and attending special school PE lessons
may be explored. The ideology behind this research is based on the principle that
there is a need to understand that pupils should have their voice heard in all
matters which affect them, and it is this principle which runs throughout this

research.

In this study, the views and experiences that are of interest are those of the pupils,
as they negotiate their own personal routes through the subject of PE. When
research has in the past acknowledged both SEN and PE, it has commonly discussed
the two fields from the perspectives of those with a physical disability of some kind
(Coates and Vickerman, 2008). There has not been a proportionate amount of time
devoted to research on how pupils who have some form of BESD experience the

NCPE.



1.2.1. Relevance to Research

There are very plausible arguments as to why the voices of the pupils should be
heard on all matters relating to their lives and education. The review of the
literature on pupil voice makes a compelling argument for the voices of pupils with
SEN to be heard, but pupils with the label BESD are a minority group within SEN
that has not been researched to a great extent. One of the possible reasons for
BESD pupils being under researched has been the focus, by researchers, of
exploring the perceptions of stakeholders. This has included the perspectives of
parents (An and Hodge, 2013; Columna, Pyfer, Senne, Velez, Bridenthall and
Canabal, 2008) and the most commonly explored stakeholder perspective within
PE, that of the teacher. Qi and Ha (2012) concluded that 49% of all published
studies that explored perceptions towards PE, for pupils with disabilities did so from
the teachers perspective (Haegele and Sutherland, 2015). Fitzgerald (2008)
endorsed this view and further stated that researchers ‘dismiss disabled young
people as illegitimate sources of research information’ (p. 148). Fitzgerald (2008)
went on to question how researchers ‘can effectively advance change . . . . since we

know very little about their experiences’ (p. 148).

PE researchers have largely ignored or marginalised disability within equality
research producing research that focussed on such topics as gender, ethnicity and
social class. Gender has been seen as the dominant ‘lens’ in research accounts of
difference in PE (Flintoff and Scraton, 2006) with many studies taking a single issue
focus and paying insufficient account of the ways ‘in which other identity markers
intersect with those of gender’ (Flintoff, Fitzgerald and Scraton, 2008, p. 77). Most
of the work on gender and PE has remained centrally concerned with girls and
women with some research showing the interplay between gender, race and

religion (Kay, 2006; Knez, 2007).

Disability has also largely been absent as a key ‘lens’ of difference in PE (Flintoff,
Fitzgerald and Scraton, 2008) with available research focusing on difference in
experiences of mainstream pupils and specific disability groups within PE (Coates
and Vickerman, 2008). This type of research in PE and sport has been underpinned
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by sports science and this discipline has tended to view disabled people through
their functional limitations. A further aspect of research in PE is that much of the
research has been conducted within mainstream schools and whilst mainstream
schools do contain the majority of pupils identified as having SEN they are not
exclusive. There are other educational settings in which PE takes place and it is
these settings which have not been recognised in research. The special school is an

example of such an educational setting.

If research is concerned with getting answers to specific questions , using research
participants who are knowledgeable, articulate and responsible provides a
relatively easy way to complete research. It could be argued that this explains the
abundance of research in PE using adult stakeholders. Pupils with disability do not
form a homogenous group and represent a group who from the researchers
standpoint are hard to reach. The very nature of this groups potentially diverse
disabilities provides participants who may not fit the normal research model of
guestioning, interviews, discussions and written responses. In addition, pupils with
disabilities have been seen in negative terms, being unable to offer insights into
their own lives. This insight is central to all research in PE, that aims to obtain
answers to questions across the whole spectrum of pupil types. Fitzgerald (2008)
stated that in her experience many researchers into youth sport assumed that
pupils such as those with learning difficulties cannot be included. Fitzgerald further
stated that in her experience a ‘smiley face will not solve the problem of inclusion in
research’ (Fitzgerald, 2008, p. 149). However, it is acknowledged in the literature
that pupils are the experts on their own lives and listening to the voice of the pupils
will help provide an in-depth picture of the life of the child (Aldridge, 2014). If
research in PE is to rise to the challenge it must identify and adopt research
methods that are appropriate and effective for research participants who are
vulnerable in some way (Aldridge, 2014). Aldridge (2014) underlines the importance
that the chosen methods allow for the pupils voices and the perspectives to be ’
heard and are beneficial to them personally and/or within community settings so
that personal, social or political transformations can be realised’ (Aldridge, 2014, p.
2).
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This research will be conducted allowing the voice of the pupils within the
vulnerable group of pupils labelled BESD to be at the forefront of any examination

of their lived experiences.

1.3. Special Educational Needs (SEN)

The Children and Families Act (2014b) details guidance for teachers and other

professionals to help make decisions about SEN:

A child or young person has a SEN when he or she has a learning difficulty or
disability that calls for special educational provision to be made for him or
her (DfE, 2014b, clause 20).

The Act created the current Code of Practice which relates to children O - 25 years
of age and provides advice to Local Education Authorities (LEAs), maintained
schools and early years educational settings on how to identify, assess and make
provision for children’s SEN to ensure that all children ‘achieve their best, become
confident individuals living fulfilled lives; and that they make a successful transition

into adulthood’ (DfE, 20144, p. 58).

The definition of SEN and its use in the school needs to be unpicked in order to

understand better present-day pressures and difficulties.

1.3.1. Development of Special Educational Needs

SEN provision in England is governed by the Code of Practice (DfE, 2014). It is this
Code which governs the principles for the organisation and management of SEN
provision within schools. In conjunction with the Code, there is also the statement
of inclusion. Schools have a responsibility to provide ‘a broad and balanced

curriculum for all pupils’ (NC, 1999, p. 30)

This statutory inclusion statement sets out three principles for developing an
inclusive curriculum to provide all pupils with relevant and challenging learning.

Schools must:

e set suitable learning challenges,
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e respond to pupils’ diverse learning needs,
e overcome potential barriers to learning and assessment for
individuals and groups of pupils (NC, 1999, p. 30).

There is, however, a difference in emphasis between the two documents. An

example of this is that the Code details how factors internal to the child should be

considered as a prime focus, whilst the NC places great emphasis on external

factors such as learning environments and the ability of teachers to be able to set

suitable learning targets (Hodkinson, 2016). These factors appear to be drawn from

differing models of disability, and an explanation of these differing models is

important to our understanding of SEN. SEN has been the subject of differing

ideologies and is seen from several different perspectives which have been

identified as different models of disability: Psycho-medical; Social model;

Affirmative and Rights-based model of disability.

1.

Psycho-medical model — in this model the child’s needs and disabilities are
located within the child’s impairment or the restrictions in activity caused by
that impairment. As Harpur (2012) clarifies the ‘medical model focuses on

the person with disability as the problem and looks for cures’ (Harpur, 2012.

p. 2).

This model is also called the individual tragedy, deficit or medical model

(Hodkinson, 2016).

2.

Social model - Slee (1998) has described this model of disability as being the
result of society’s actions, values and beliefs which seek to enforce social
marginalisation upon minority groups. It rejects the categorisation of
disabled people based on their impairment and, as pointed out by Goodley
(2014), ‘the social model concerns itself with the real conditions of
disablism’ (p. 6).

The Affirmative model — first named and suggested by Swain and French
(2000), the affirmative model identifies ‘impairment as physical, sensory,
cognitive and emotional difference to be expected and respected on its own

terms in a diverse society’ (Cameron and Tossell, 2012). This model was
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seen as an intervention in the ongoing debate about the social model.

(Cameron, 2014, p. 4)

There were criticisms that the social model over-emphasised social structure
barriers and ignored personal and social aspects of disability. The affirmation

model was developed to answer these criticisms (Cameron, 2014, p. 4).

4. Rights-based model — this model positions disability as a dimension of
human culture. From a rights-based perspective, legislation aims to ensure
that all children with or without SEN, have access to mainstream schools
which should accommodate them within a child-centred pedagogy capable of
meeting their needs (UNESCO, 1994). Barton (2003) sees inclusive education
as the only possible response to meeting our human-rights obligations. The
aims of the rights-based model of disability has been defined as:

to empower disabled people and hold public institutions and
structures accountable for implementing provisions of sufficient
quality and in sufficient quantity to meet their human-rights
responsibility (Handicap International, 2014, p. 3).

Each of these frameworks or models has had and continues to have influence on
SEN provision in England. As each of these frameworks use different theories of
focus, causation, intervention methods and education (Hodkinson, 2016), they

need further exploration.
1.3.2. Psycho-medical model of disability

The psycho-medical model has been the model that Western society has historically
used to conceptualise SEN and disability. It has been argued that this model has
become embedded into society and may be seen in such things as media
presentations, school textbooks, language usage, images on tv and the internet,
research findings, policy documents and usage in professional language. This model
employs language and practices borrowed from the medical profession and sees
SEN as arising from the psychological, neurological or physiological limitations
displayed by the individual (Skidmore, 1996). The child’s ‘limitations’ are judged

against developmental and functional norms by developmental screening to
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ascertain the degree of SEN. It is by the comparison of the child’s performance
against these norms in areas such as cognition, speech and language, fine and
motor physical skills and social and emotional functioning that the scope and
severity of the child’s need is determined. The psycho-medical model identifies the
child’s ‘limitation’ as being a deficit of functioning which will need to be treated and
cured by professionals (Harpur, 2012). At the end of this screening process the
child’s ‘limitations’ can be labelled and described in clinical language and may be

treated by drug therapy or therapeutic/educational interventions (Skidmore, 1996).

In education the use of the psycho-medical model has long been used as a method
of identification and placement of pupils within SEN provision. An early
development was the use of Education Medical Officers who were involved in the
process of identifying and placing pupils with SEN into separate educational
provision, a practice echoed today with the involvement of health professionals in
writing statements/health care plans. A weakness of this model is that it locates the
causes of a child’s disability within the child, it is their ‘medical’ problem. This
model places the professional in a position of power over the whole process. The
lack of rigorous co-ordination between professionals in different sectors has been
identified as a weakness in this system. It has been noted that the whole system is a
‘patchwork quilt . . . not necessarily with a unified outcome’ (Gargiulo and Kilgo,

2014, p. 132).

The psycho-medical model is reliant upon the use of professional judgement and
leads to a situation where disabled children’s lives are ruled by professionals with
little involvement of the child. In the eyes of Lewis (1999) this has led to disabled
children being dehumanised and objectified by medical and educational
professionals. Some commentators have noted that the scientific measurement
used in the diagnosis process are based on vague assumptions (Lewis, 1999), since
disabled children do not form a homogeneous group and as such cannot be treated
as if they all conform to similar behaviours. In a damning rebuke of the system
Johnson (2001) argued that, when this model is applied to special education, it can

be observed to be nothing more than a mechanistic process whereby children’s
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symptoms are identified and diagnosed, and the condition or syndrome then

treated within a specialised segregated system of education.

1.3.3. Social model of disability

Much has been written about the social model of disability which emphasises that
disability is caused by ‘externally imposed disadvantage and social restriction rather

than impairment’ (Oliver and Barnes, 1998, p. 18).

Historically the social model of disability tended to focus on ‘public’ experiences of
oppression such as social barriers rather than the ‘personal’ experiences of

oppression which operate at an individual level (Thomas (1999).

This movement away from the medical model of disability towards making disability
a social rather than an individual problem may be seen as part of the process of
development of the rights of disabled people. A recent definition sees disability as
caused by the way society is organised rather than a person’s impairment (Harris
and White, 2018). In this definition impairment is taken as the person’s functional
limitations. This model focuses on a concept of disability which argues that
disability is not created by impairments but rather by barriers created by society
(Hodkinson, 2015). The argument is that society restricts the movements and
opportunities for disabled people to function as effectively as people without
impairments (Morgan, 2012).The social model offered a radical alternative to the
thinking that the impairment was within the individual, rather it asserted that
society and external forces were responsible. This was as Morgan (2012) stated a
revolution not only in the thinking of disabled people, but also a change in the

attitudes and values of non-disabled people.

In addition to these barriers, Thomas (1999) argued that the social model of
disability should be extended to include social processes and practices that
undermine the emotional wellbeing of people with impairments. It is this psycho-
emotional dimension of disability which Reeve (2002) reported as affecting what
disabled people could be, rather than what they could do. This included being hurt

by the reactions of others and being made to feel worthless. This has its roots in the
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negative attitudes and prejudices about disabled people held by society. There is an
echo here of the feeling experienced by pupils with SEN who perceive themselves

to be of less worth than their peers.

The social model has become central to any development relating to disability
issues and the development of inclusive education (Terzi, 2005). As an ideology it
has become partially embedded into British society by helping to develop an
understanding of disability and the daily problems faced by disabled people (Swain
and French, 2000). However, there are two main reasons why the social model is
open to criticism. The first is that if emphasis is placed upon societal issues, it can

take away the important aspect of the person’s own experiences of their bodies:

While environmental and social attitudes are a crucial part of our experience
of disability —and do indeed disable us — to suggest that this is all there is, is
to deny the personal experience of physical and intellectual restrictions, of
illness, of the fear of dying (Morris, 1991, p. 10).

The second criticism of the social model is that :

it fails to take account of difference and presents disabled people as one
unitary group, whereas in reality our race, gender, sexuality and age mean
that our needs and lives are much more complex than that (Oliver, 2013,
p.1025).

Some authors have stated that the social model’s only real achievement has been
to lead to a redefinition of the ‘problem’ of disability and impairment, and that it is
a model which works in theory but not in practice (Morgan, 2012). Important work
by Terzi (2010) pointed out that whilst the social model has made a valid
contribution to knowledge it has, by overlooking the concept of normality,
presented only a partial view of the relationships which exist between impairment,
disability and society (Terzi, 2010). Terzi further argued that whilst the social model
offered a form of corrective against the medical model, it did not go far enough
since it needed to extend its ideological framework if it was to make an important

contribution to the development of inclusive education.

It has been asserted that pupils with a disability are the poorest and most
disadvantaged in their communities and that they have been systematically
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excluded from education (Miles and Singal, 2010). If this contested view is correct,
then education could be one of the core components in overcoming the prejudices
of society shown towards people with impairments. Norwich (2014) stated that the
social model makes clear that the provision of education within the social model
should be very different from that provided within the medical model. He further
commented that to use the social model would bring about a change in the
education provision for pupils with SEN. Norwich, an exponent of inclusive
education, believed that a full application of the social model would put an end to
special schooling, and replace it with accessible schools for all. Schools would need
to review and adapt their curriculum offer and delivery, manage the expectations of
staff within the school and change the general ethos within the school if the
stereotypical and discriminating attitudes that society holds in relation to disability

and people with impairments is to be broken down.

1.3.4. Affirmative model of disability

The combined criticisms of the medical model and the social model has led to a
development of a more positive model of disability (Johnson, 2001). This model, the

affirmative model is:

essentially a non-tragic view of disability and impairment which
encompasses positive social identities, both individual and collective, for
disabled people grounded in the benefits of lifestyle and life experience of
being impaired and disabled (Swain and French, 2000, p. 569).

This model has not been without its critics. Johnson (2001) argued that both the
social and affirmative models are based upon ‘liberal rather than radical

conceptions of equal opportunities’ (Johnson,2001, p. 22).

The affirmative model sees disabled people as people, not as a separate group
within society, and asserts the necessity of providing society with a practical and
academic understanding of disablement which could result in a new level of
inclusive and individual understanding (Johnson, 2001). Indeed, my research,

highlighting as it does the experiences of a minority group within schools, helps to
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provide an understanding that pupils with the label BESD have the same rights and

needs as their mainstream peers.

1.3.5. Rights-based model of disability

The rights-based model of disability affirms that all human beings, irrespective of

their disabilities, have certain rights that are inalienable (Education Links, 2018).

The rights-based model of disability stems from the fact that society is beginning to
recognise that ability should not be a cause for discrimination any more than race,
religion, creed or gender. The adoption of this model would have wide-ranging
implications across the whole of society and would require substantive government

intervention.

Critics have argued that if people with disabilities are to have the same rights as the
rest of society then what is required is the politicisation of disabled people. They
challenge the exclusion of disabled people from the structures of society and the
perception of disabled people as helpless and defined by impairment. It is a form of
disability politics which aims to hear the voices of disabled people and in so doing
undermines social values, beliefs and conventions which are based upon the
ideology of the medical model of disability (Allen, 2003). This model seeks through
the application of equal opportunities theory to expand the social model of
disability to also include the dimensions of disablement caused by civil, political,

economic, social, cultural and environmental factors (Johnson, 2001).

In schools the rights-based model advocates that all children should be educated in
a mainstream school situated in their own community and challenges the belief

that some children should attend segregated education.

‘The social model was and continues to be hugely inspirational’ (Goodley, 2014, p.

7) and when applied to schools has been influential in the development of inclusive
education. Inclusive education is built on the idea that children with disabilities are
entitled to an education that is on a par with their non-disabled peers (Corbett and

Slee, 2000). Writers such as Moore and Slee (2012) and Oliver and Barnes (2012)
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have also argued that the education of children with disabilities is a civil/human
rights issue. Despite this aspiration, there is an argument that some children have

disabilities which need separate educational provision.

In special education children are still being diagnosed and assigned labels which
identify them as ‘special’ and having ‘need’ (Benson, 2014, p. 50). Benson stated
that the idea that a child had a special need was then used to justify their
separation and segregation from their non-disabled peers. This separation and
segregation from their peers perpetuated their exclusion and marginalisation from
mainstream society (Armstrong and Barton, 2007; Barnes and Mercer, 2010).
Inclusive education is based on the idea that children are entitled to an education
that is equitable to that of their non-disabled peers (Corbett and Slee, 2000).
Current research acknowledges that the pupils have the same rights as their
mainstream peers to high-quality inclusive education, but current educational
practice in some areas of the country believes that some educational needs are
best met by the provision of special school education possibly not in pupils’ home
communities. Even so, pupils should retain the right to an education on a par with
their mainstream peers. My research sheds light on whether pupils’ rights are met
and, in cases where they are not receiving a similar education to their peers,

highlights the discrepancies.

In this research all the pupils involved had a Statement of SEN in which BESD was
the principal need. All the pupils had transferred to the special school at the end of
Year 6. The diagnosis of their ‘need’ took place whilst they were attending primary
education under the SEN Code of Practice in place at the time (2001). It had been
decided using the Code’s criteria that each of the pupils had, ‘features of emotional
and behavioural difficulties’ (and were) ‘withdrawn or isolated, disruptive and
disturbing, hyperactive and lack(ing) concentration’, had ‘immature social skills’

and /or ‘challenging behaviours’ (SEN Code of Practice, 2001, p. 87).

The schools would have undertaken a thorough record keeping process before
requesting statutory assessment, a process which would have involved school,
parents/carers, LEA and an educational psychologist. This process, albeit with more
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interested parties, is not dissimilar to that found in both the social and medical

models of disability.

1.4. Special Educational Needs within Schools

The 1981 Education Act set out the framework for inclusive education. The Act
formally recognised the concept of SEN and endorsed the principle of all children
being educated in mainstream schools. It also introduced the statutory multi-
disciplinary assessment of pupils experiencing difficulties within their education. In
addition, it outlined the procedures to be undertaken by LEAs, professionals and
teachers. In a radical review of SEN, Mary Warnock (2005) called for a substantial
reconstruction of the current educational framework. This she argued was
necessary to address the conflict which arose from attempting to treat all learners
the same and at the same time ‘responding to the needs arising from their

individual difference’ (Warnock, 2005, p. 13).

The Salamanca Statement on Inclusive Education (United Nations Educational,
Scientific and Cultural Organisation,1994) is seen by many as the cornerstone of
inclusive education. Ainscow and Cesar (2006) described it as arguably the most
important and significant international document that had ever appeared within
special education. This document outlines principles, policy and practices in SEN
and reaffirms the right and commitment of education for all in schools which have
an inclusive orientation. Since the Salamanca Statement, much has been written on
the concept of inclusive education proposing a range of views from all schools
becoming fully inclusive to the view that some pupils will always need to be

educated in special settings.

This ongoing debate between inclusive schools and special school provision, in the
context of individuals, has become known as the dilemma of difference. The term
the dilemma of difference has often been used to describe the quandary that young
people with Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND) and their families
face as they go through school. The dilemma is whether a young person should

receive a diagnosis or label so that they can benefit from a particular support or
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resource, or whether all pupils should be treated the same so that no one feels

‘different’ (Hoskin, 2016).

Changes in policy about inclusion has put a spotlight on the nature of SEN and has
highlighted that pupils with SEN are not a simple group of pupils who can be
divided up into categories using easily identifiable characteristics (physically
disabled, learning difficulties etc). Historically this list of categories of ‘disability’
had formed the basis of the provision of special education, but there has been a
move towards a more nuanced identification of SEN. The definition of SEN used by
Department of Education, Department of Health (2015) is as follows: ‘a child or
young person has SEN if they have a learning difficulty or disability which calls for

special educational provision to be made for him or her’ (p. 15).

This definition is the same as that which was used within the Education Act (1996)
but, although the definition remains the same, it has been supplemented by the
Special Educational Needs and Disability Act (2001) and more recently by the
Special Educational Needs and Disability Code of Practice: 0 — 25 years (2015). Prior
to the 2015 Code of Practice and under the Education Act 1996, there was a
responsibility for LEAs to ‘determine the special education provision which the
child’s learning difficulty calls for and to maintain a statement of his or her special

educational need ‘ (Education Act 1996, section 324 (1)).

In the last thirty years there have been substantial developments in the provision of
education for children with disabilities and SEN (Benson, 2014), and there have also
been parallel theoretical debates about the aims, practice and location of special
education (Terzi, 2010: Dyson and Millward, 2000; Armstrong and Barton, 2007).
Hegarty (2001) has described these developments as moving from a segregational

paradigm through integration to inclusion.
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1.4.1. Statement of Special Educational Needs /Education Health and Care Plan

(EHCP)

A statement of Special Educational Needs is a legal document based on the
information obtained in the course of a statutory assessment. It describes the
needs of the child, how those needs are to be met and how provision is to be
delivered. It is a legal document that is a way of funding children with SEN in a
mainstream school in order to help them access the curriculum. Statements were
first introduced in the Special Educational Needs Code of Practice (2001). The
Statement of Educational Need has been a feature of special needs education, and
data from 2014 suggests that the number of pupils with statements in England was
2.8% of the school population. There were 1033 special schools at that time (DfE,
2014). In 2014 there were 8,331,385 pupils in English schools of which 233,279 had
a statement of SEN. However, the majority of pupils with SEN are not educated in a
special school but within special school provision. Behavioural issues form one of

the larger groups of pupils with SEN.

The Statement outlines the additional resources that a pupil with SEN is entitled to,
usually in the form of personal support within the classroom. This is an important
legal right since the support must be provided for the child no matter which
mainstream school they attend, and it is transferable. Interestingly, a child receiving
individual support in a mainstream school on transfer to a special school loses this
individual designated support as the smaller class sizes and the higher staffing

ratios is deemed equivalent to the individual support (SEN Code of Practice (2001).

In 2014 a change in legislation brought in the Children and Families Act which had
the effect of changing the role of SEN to incorporate aspects of mental health. The
new legislation had the effect of providing a new approach to managing SEN with
the introduction of Education Health and Care Plans (EHCP). EHCPs are educational
plans where health and social care needs are included in as far as they relate to SEN

(Norwich and Eaton, 2014).
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Interestingly the term BESD was no longer used but replaced by the term Social,
Emotional and Mental Health (SEMH). This research was conducted during the roll
out period for EHCP; the policy of the relevant LEA for this research was that
Statements would be replaced by EHCPs as they came up for renewal. All the pupils
involved in my study had Statements labelling them with BESD; | have therefore
used the term BESD through this thesis. Under the new legislation behaviour
difficulties is no longer a designated SEN category in itself, rather behavioural
difficulties come under the category of mental health. This may be way of reducing
the numbers of pupils identified as having a SEN, a policy endorsed by OfSTED
(2010). However, the new category SEMH is similar to the previous BESD one in that
there is still not a clear process for specifying the thresholds for the identification of

behavioural difficulties/mental health difficulties.

1.4.2. Pupil Labelling

Connors and Stalker (2007) indicated that the labelling of children with SEN by
teachers and peers had led to an over-emphasis of difference between children,

contributing to SEN children feeling negative about themselves.

Children with SEN may experience negativity and social isolation from their peers.

Goodwin and Watkinson (2000) found that children described feelings of rejection,
neglect and indeed bullying. This is a view supported by Connors and Stalker (2007)
who stated that some children with SEN would describe what happened to them as

‘discrimination due to curiosity’ leading to pupils with SEN feeling embarrassed.

The labelling of children with SEN has been a subject of some controversy. One of
the arguments against labelling is that it pathologizes the child rather than
considering the wider social contexts within which the difficulty exists. It has been
argued that attaching a label to a child often leads to stigmatisation; this is
apparent within the medical model of disability where such terms as ‘maladjusted’

has had profound effects on some individuals (Sinason, 1992).

Research on the labelling of children with SEN has revealed that there might be a

social stigma felt by the labelled child (Salmon, 2013). Salmon highlighted that
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children with SEN stick together as a means of coping with the social exclusion that
follows stigmatization. O’Brien (2000) found that the child’s perception of being
stigmatised through having the label SEN could lead to low self-esteem and self-
exclusion. McKeever and Miller (2004) noted that wider society did not value

learners who have the label SEN.

However, substantial amount of research has indicated that on the positive side the
label of SEN has been described as the ‘admission ticket’ to SEN provision (Zuriff,

1996, p. 403).

The research of Broomhead (2013) explored the concept of ‘blame’ in the context
of home/school relationships and SEN labels. There is much evidence that parents,
especially mothers, are blamed for their children’s BESD with frequent references
made to ineffective parenting or lack of discipline. Broomhead (2013) noted that
several authors had suggested that such pupils should be viewed as a vulnerable
group due to their home circumstances (Francis, 2012; Peters, 2011; Moses, 2010).
Broomhead (p. 15) also noted that Ellis and Tod (2012) argued that the blame
culture had increased since the SEN Code of Practice (2015) in which the BESD
category was removed. Parents felt blamed by professionals (Francis, 2012; Peters,
2011). Teachers attached labels to children presenting with challenging behaviour
and made assumptions as to the children’s future behaviour based on this opinion
(O’Connor, Hodkinson, Burton, and Torstensson, 2011). O’Connor, Hodkinson,
Burton, and Torstensson (2011) stated that their research suggested that teacher
assumptions contributed to the development of BESD, which in turn was a factor in

pupils becoming disengaged from schooling.

It has been suggested that when a child received the label of BESD this in some way
might reduce the blame felt by their parent in that the diagnosis shifted the blame
towards an ‘uncontrollable’ biological condition (Ryan and Runswick-Cole, 2008;
Blum, 2007). Further research has highlighted however that, far from reducing
guilt, many parents of children labelled BESD felt guilt long after the diagnosis
(Broomhead, 2013).
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Children with SEN have said that they compare their own ability to that of their
peers and if they perceive that their own ability is not as good as their peers, they
report feelings of embarrassment and a lack of self-confidence. These feelings of
self-doubt often manifest themselves in poor behaviour resulting at times in lesson
exclusion and could lead to what has been termed as ‘smoke-screening’ (Ridgers,
Fazey and Fairclough, 2007). Pupils perceive that the task is difficult or that they
lack the skills to perform, so getting themselves excluded from lessons becomes a

way they can manage these difficulties.

Pupils who attend a special school and have the label BESD would appear to face a
double stigma: that of the label BESD and the added stigma of being seen by their
peers to be different by attending a school not in the neighbourhood. In rural
settings, the likelihood of having to use special school transport also highlights

difference.

In this research the pupils reported that they felt the stigma of attending a special
school. This was evidenced by the pupils reporting that they would not want their
peers in their own community to know that they attended a special school. There
were also issues around being seen to be using special transport (e.g. special mini

cabs) to get them to school.

1.5. Behavioural, Emotional and Social Difficulties (BESD)

BESD is an umbrella term to describe a range of emotional and behavioural
difficulties experienced by many children and young people. They may be
withdrawn or isolated, disruptive and disturbing, hyperactive and lacking
concentration. They may have immature social skills or challenging behaviours.
These difficulties are drawn from the main SEN categories of communication and
interaction, cognition and learning, and sensory and/or physical needs. BESD is also
known as Social, Educational, and Behavioural Difficulties (SEBD) or Emotional and
Behavioural Difficulties (EBD). Government figures suggest that around 150,000
children in mainstream and special schools are labelled as having BESD. This
number of children accounts for 26.7% of all those identified with SEN, with 19.3%

being educated at the secondary phase. In special schools the numbers attending is
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8.8% of all pupils labelled SEN - about 110,000 pupils (National Statistics - SEN in
England January 2017). Within special schools 12.5% of pupils have BESD as their
primary need on their Statement of SEN with 14.8% having Moderate Learning
Difficulty (MLD) as their primary need. It needs to be noted that on pupils’
Statements of SEN there is a large overlap between pupils with MLD and BESD. The
numbers involved within the special school population would therefore range from
at least 13,750 to 41,000 pupils. Whilst it is noted that most pupils with BESD are
educated in mainstream schools, pupils labelled BESD attending special schools are
historically under-researched. This lack of research provides one of the main

reasons for this study.

BESD as a concept has evolved over time and can be traced back to the idea, used
in the medical model of disability, in which the child was seen to be ‘maladjusted’
(Education Act, 1944). This classification has now developed from a strict medical
model. Evans et al. (2003) stated that, when considering a definition of BESD, it
was important to consider the role societal, family and school environments played
in creating and ameliorating young people’s social, emotional and behavioural
problems. This view was endorsed by O’Connor, Hodkinson, Burton, and

Torstensson (2011).

The challenges within the literature are reported to be the choices which
governments, LEAs and schools face in identifying and providing interventions to
provide educational facilities which will allow all SEN pupils access to education.
The literature reports that these challenges revolve around how best to educate
these pupils and what happens when/if they become disengaged from mainstream

educational provision (O’Connor et al., 2011).

This research was conducted with pupils labelled BESD within a special school and
this has implications on the behaviours that were noted. The special school was
rural, small and had in the Year 11 age group a high proportion of pupils with the
label BESD. Whilst the potential problems of teaching pupils with the label BESD
may be similar in both special and mainstream schools, special schools with their
larger proportion of BESD-labelled pupils may experience different problems. This
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research will provide an insight into the problems faced by pupils with the label
BESD in their PE lessons. It is appropriate at this time to examine the challenges

that this group of pupils may present.

1.5.1. Challenges posed by pupils with the label BESD.

The pupils in this study all had the label BESD and they acknowledged that they had
experienced behavioural issues resulting in the BESD label before they came to the

special school.

Children identified with the label BESD often present a challenge in schools and
there is evidence that mainstream schools are becoming reluctant to admit pupils
with BESD (Farrell and Polat, 2003, p. 272-292). There is also some evidence that
children with the label BESD are more ’likely to be excluded from school’, (Jull,
2008, p. 13-18) or go ‘missing’ from mainstream education (Visser, Daniels and

MacNab, 2005, p. 43-54).

A review of BESD literature noted challenges facing the government and education
providers in identifying and providing interventions for pupils with BESD (OfSTED,
1999). The report found the challenges posed by pupils labelled BESD are grouped
around: admission to and exclusion from mainstream schools; perceptions of
teachers towards these children; parental perceptions and classroom behaviour.
There has been much debate relating to what constitutes BESD and how and where
pupils with the label BESD should be educated (Cole and Visser, 1999; O’Connor,
Hodkinson, Burton and Torstensson, 2011. Cooper (2006) pointed to the increasing
numbers of pupils identified with the label BESD who were identified as being at

risk of becoming excluded from education.

Several researchers have noted the trend for schools to be reluctant to admit
pupils with BESD due to their perceived anti-social or disruptive behaviour (Farrell
and Polat, 2003). Anti-social and/or disruptive behaviours have been described by
Ogden (2001) as possibly being a demonstration of survival skills, a result of the
child feeling threatened. Maag (2004) observed that within the classroom setting

some BESD-labelled children were unable to modify their behaviour to suit the
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occasion. In addition, Jull (2008) found that children labelled with BESD may ‘exhibit
anti-social and disruptive behaviours and this may well be a function of
encountering unfamiliar socio-cultural constructs that do not fit in their own

conception of normalcy’ (p. 13-18).

It has been noted by Jull (2008) that pupils labelled with BESD are not ‘randomly’
disruptive and that some of the outbursts might be predicable e.g. at the start or
near the end of the school day or during transition between lessons. Therefore, the
identification of these triggers and making appropriate changes should be the
school’s first response to addressing the issue. Jull advised that teachers needed to
be aware that modifications to the classroom situation might also be a way to
promote appropriate behaviour patterns. Teaching pupils with challenging
behaviour is, of course, demanding as it requires teachers to not only provide
appropriate lessons but also to have the emotional and professional ability to cope
with challenging behaviour (Swinson and Knight, 2007). Research suggests that
teachers are making an effort to adapt their professional skills so as to better
include children labelled with BESD. However, the pressures of government policies
regarding attainment have resulted in pupils labelled BESD being identified as a
possible cause of classroom disruption and exclusion is often seen as the only
solution (Jull, 2008). The challenge is to overcome problems by means that are

within the grasp of schools and which do not exclude pupils.

Van Acker and Talbott (2000) reported that teachers were seven times more likely
to respond negatively to pupils who had been identified by teachers as disruptive;
SEN pupils encountered disapproving statements from their teachers in the ratio
15:1. Hodkinson (2009) raised a concern as to whether lack of training has impacted
on teachers’ perceptions of BESD, which in turn could lead to pupils and their

parents experiencing frustration and a lack of trust in teaching personnel.

Swinson and Knight (2007) pointed out the difficulties experienced by teachers of
pupils with the label BESD who had to both deliver lessons and have the emotional
energy needed to deal with disruptive behaviour. Burton, Bartlett and Anderson de
Cuevas (2009) noted that teachers did not feel able to teach and support pupils
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with the label of BESD and at the same time raise pupils’ level of attainment to suit

the expectations of legislation.

Sheppard (2009) found, as well as the teachers feeling pressured, that there were
concerns by parents about teachers’ perceptions of BESD. These parental views
focused around teacher expectations. Sheppard also found that the perceptions of
the parents themselves may contribute to pupil BESD (Sheppard, 2009).
Counterview evidence suggested that parental involvement in schooling might
provide a positive influence on both pupil behaviour and achievement (Harris and
Goodall, 2008). The challenges of educating pupils labelled BESD in mainstream
schools include poor pupil behaviour, inadequate teaching practices, insufficient
resources and poorly thought-out management strategies; Trotman, Tucker, and

Martyn (2015) maintain the need for special schools.

1.6. Special School.

Special Education in England has been subject of many developments over the past
25 years. Two major developments are the identification of special educational
needs and the emergence of inclusive education. There seems to be a mismatch
between these two developments which is part of the inclusive education/need for
special schools debate. Since the 1990s, the movement towards increasing
provision for children with special educational needs in mainstream schools has
been promoted in terms of inclusion rather than integration. Inclusion is the
process of educating children in such a way so that it benefits all students and gives
all pupils the right to participation. Hence, it focuses not only on students with
special needs but all pupils. This is why the inclusive approach is called an
‘education for all’ (Norwich, 2008). Integration is the process by which students
with SEN are absorbed into the mainstream education. Therefore, in this approach
to education, the emphasis is on SEN pupils fitting into mainstream education.
Internationally, segregated special schools have been the main setting in which
young people with disabilities have been educated (Barton and Armstrong, 2008;
Farrell, 2010). Despite the inclusion debate of the last few years, special schools
continue to exist with the number of pupils attending them increasing. Indeed,
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authors such as Norwich and Gray (2007) have argued that special schools should
form part of an inclusive system working alongside ‘flexible interacting continuity of

provision and linked more closely to the mainstream sector’ (Shaw, 2017, p. 295).

Others have perceived the mainstream versus special school debate as a debate
along a continuum, with Baker (2007) proposing that special schools and inclusion
should be two sides of the same coin and that the role of the special school was to

provide for pupils with severe and complex needs.

However, ‘Support and Aspiration: a new approach to special educational needs
and disability Green Paper’ (DfE, 2011) aimed to reverse the bias towards inclusive
education. This Green Paper proposed that ‘no one type of school placement (such
as full inclusion, special schools or specialist units in a mainstream setting) is the
most effective in meeting children’s SEN’ (DfE, 2011, p. 20). This was an attempt by
the Coalition Government to put forward a ‘reasonable and sensible ‘ (Runswick-
Cole, 2011, p. 112) solution to what others had seen as the problem of inclusion
(Warnock, 2005). Runswick-Cole questioned the original assumption that there had
indeed been a ‘bias towards inclusion’. She makes the point that whilst the UK
Government is a signatory of international commitments to inclusion at a national

level, there has been a failure on the part of the successive governments to:

cement the link between the politics of special education and the politics of
disability and to focus on the school cultures and practices which exclude
poor, non-white and disabled children (Runswick-Cole, 2011, p. 117).

In reply to the DfE (2012) Green Paper above the Alliance for Inclusive Education
(ALLFIE, 2012) declared that the government was out-of-step with disabled people,
their families and education professionals and concluded that building the capacity
of mainstream schools was the only way to create aspiration for disabled people
(Shaw, 2017). Despite this impassioned plea, the government’s school census data
(2015 - 2016) revealed that there had been an increase to 42.9% in special school
attendance of pupils with an EHCP. According to DfE 2011 SEN Green Paper, as of
January 2010, the percentage of children identified with SEN has remained

relatively stable at 21% with the percentage of pupils having a statement of SEN
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ranging from 0.8% to 3.9% across all 153 LEAs. Clearly not all statemented children
are being educated in mainstream provision, the argument for full inclusion has not
been met and discussions about the best place for pupils with SEN to learn, how
they are best identified and what the curriculum should be are still open to debate
(Norwich, 2007). In a wide-ranging review of the literature regarding inclusion and
special schools, Shaw (2017) reported that there was an ongoing role for the
special school in the form of a continuum of provision between mainstream schools
and special schools to meet the needs of the children (Norwich, 2007, 2014). This
factor of meeting the needs of pupils is of importance if the pupils are to receive

their education entitlement.

1.6.1. The Special School Curriculum.

Access by a pupil with SEN to the full range of curricula as experienced in
mainstream education is an ongoing concern amongst special school professionals
and, whilst the argument as to the relative merits of inclusive mainstream schools
versus special schools persists, there is a need to review the access to the
curriculum. In a hard-hitting document Norwich (2014) stated that SEN and
Disability policy and practice are caught up in political and economic dynamics and
he further argued that schools are under pressure to raise standards which he
believed left little room for pupils with SEN. One negative impact of the
government’s raising standards policy has been the implementation of strategies to
monitor pupil progress through the publication of school league tables and the
introduction of a school inspection regime. Galton and MacBeath (2015) believe
that any such inspection should consider the abilities of schools to innovate in the
best interests of pupils with SEN. In addition, the standards debate has led to
parents being encouraged to opt for special education on the advice of mainstream
headteachers who are afraid of the impact of pupils with SEN on OFSTED
attainment measures (Galton and MacBeath, 2015). Shaw (2017) contended that
the rise in the number of pupils attending special schools (see above) is a direct
result of an educational policy of assessing school effectiveness based on pupil

achievement (Norwich, 2014; Glazzard, 2014; Galton and MacBeath, 2015) and/or
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on the superior nature of the special school in being able to meet the individual

needs of pupils.

1.6.2. Curricular Concerns

Burton et al. (2009) highlighted the concern that the pressure on LEAs and school
leaders to improve academic achievement might overshadow attempts to address
educational and other developmental needs of disadvantaged pupils, including

those with BESD. They further conclude that:

whilst the narrowness of the performance agenda is pursued to the
detriment of broader educational objectives, disadvantaged groups such as
children with BESD will continue to be let down by the English educational
system and will remain at the margins of education and, inevitably, society
(p. 154).

The curriculum content available in special schools has been the subject of some
debate with Feiler (2013) noting that qualifications matter to the special school
pupil. Having a SEN does not justify the extent to which the pupils and the staff
from the special school have been overlooked in debates about curriculum
development, and the lack of research in this area (Feiler, 2013, p. 152). There was
strong support from the pupils involved in the research that there should be an
emphasis on practical content within lessons. A view also expressed by Wolf (2011)
who argued for more practical and vocational skills to be included in 14 - 19
education. Criticism of the Wolf research epitomised the debate on the special
school curriculum: the need to obtain examination success in order to make
progress to the next stage of education versus the possibility that an education
system in which low-attaining pupils were offered practical skills courses might limit
the young people’s aspirations for the future at an early stage (Fuller and Unwin,
2011). It has been noted that, regardless of the aspirations of the pupils, the post-
school options for pupils who attend special school are limited. In a study in
Norway, Myklebust and Batevikb (2009) found that attending a special school made
pupils significantly less likely to find jobs and become economically independent.
This situation was further highlighted by Elson (2011) who found that for pupils

with severe or profound learning difficulties college courses were limited or not
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available. Lundy, Byrne and Mckeown, (2012) found that for this type of pupil that

there was very little choice other than staying on at school post-16.

Schools offer both children and adults in the school opportunities to develop a
range of different identities and to ‘succeed’ in many ways, to become a myriad of
different kinds of people, to recognize their interdependence in an increasingly
complex world (Manchester and Bragg, 2013). A review of statements about school
ethos across a small sample (not representative) of special school websites revealed
interesting aspirations. There was an identification of the need to provide an
educational experience to enable pupils to reach their potential regardless of any
identified difficulty. Further, schools wanted to offer a place of sanctuary away
from the pressures of the outside world; to provide functional life skills courses to
help pupils become independent, employable and empowered to make positive
choices about their lives; to enable pupils to have a voice which supports their
needs and enables them to engage safely in a wider society; to support the social,
emotional needs of the pupils to help them to become self-managing, self-aware
and self-confident individuals. Clearly schools felt the need to develop the whole

child to reach their potential across as wide a range of fields as possible.

Feiler (2013) interviewed 14-19-year-olds attending three special schools and a
secure unit and was primarily concerned with the pupils’ learning and achievement.
All the pupils in the research had speech and language difficulties, ASD, physical
disabilities and/or learning disabilities. Feiler (2013) noted that pupils placed value
on academic and vocational achievement, with obtaining good grades and
qualifications as being of importance. They also noted that the pupils placed
importance on friendship with peers within the school justifying this by saying that
journeys to school might lead to exclusion from neighbourhood peer groups. One of
the significant findings of the Feiler research was that the pupils focused more on
friendships within their school and tended not to mention peer relations outside
school. These findings have been replicated in other research notably Lewis et al.

(2007) who suggested that many pupils attending special schools had to endure
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long journeys to school and this may have resulted in exclusion from

neighbourhood peer groups (Lewis et al., 2005).

Pupils also placed value on small class size and the help provided by the school
staff. They felt being in small classes enhanced their learning experience (Feiler,
2013, p. 146). In conclusion, Feiler (2013) expressed the view that the fact that
pupils had learning difficulties should not mean that their views were not important
and should be considered. Some of these general findings are not significantly
different from those found in pupils with SEN attending mainstream provision
(Sellman, 2009) in that the pupils reported that they valued their education and the
qualifications they were working towards. The pupils were generally positive about
their schooling and the support they received from the school. They did, however,
identify that the barriers to learning were the nature of their SEN in that they said
that they did not understand concepts quickly and needed more time to prevent

being left behind.

The curriculum of the special school is not just about the academic side; there is
also an important aspect which is prized by pupils and parents/carers alike, that of
personal and social benefits. Lewis et al. (2007) made the point that pupils felt it
was important to be given opportunities to act independently and to make choices
as these were crucial to the process of such young people feeling empowered and
being able to determine the direction of their lives (Lewis et al., 2007, p. 153). In the
Feiler study these opportunities were provided for the pupils by visits to other
education centres with the pupils reported feeling more ‘grown up’ when visiting

nearby colleges (Feiler, 2013, p. 153).

There are concerns about the conflict between the needs of the academic
curriculum and the positive benefits of a curriculum with more practical input.
Which of these would provide the best access to adult life has been a rich topic in
research, with the need for academic success being opposed by the need for an
appropriate curriculum to suit the child. It was felt in some literature that the
provision of a less academic curriculum in the special school could lead to the
lessening of life chances after school especially for pupils with severe, profound or
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behavioural difficulties. This argument illuminates the dilemma faced by the special
school; that of providing an appropriate academic education whilst at the same

time providing an education which suits the individual needs of the pupils.

1.6.3. The National Curriculum in Special Schools

When the NC was introduced, it was on the basis that all children with SEN would
have access to the same curriculum as other children. This was seen by some as a
step forward. Hornby (2015) noted, for example that ‘visually impaired pupils were
now allowed to study science’, but for most pupils with SEN in the form of learning
difficulties it was a backward step (Terzi, 2010). Having the NC as the curriculum for
the whole of their education does not allow children with moderate or profound
learning difficulties to focus on opportunities which would better suit their differing
needs. It might also lead to problems with pupils keeping pace which could lead to
pupils becoming disaffected with school (Hornby, 2015).The insistence that a child
must follow a set curriculum path on which they are clearly failing directly
contributes to the development of emotional and/or behavioural difficulties, or
exacerbates existing problems and could lead to dissatisfaction, disruptive and
ultimate exclusion from the school. Farrell (2010) argued that meeting pupils’ needs
is more important to pupils with SEN than following a prescribed curriculum. Access
to a broad NC which meets pupils’ needs is difficult to achieve in practice, especially
in special schools, since they tend to be small, have fewer resources, smaller

numbers of specialist teachers and lack specialist teaching areas.

A further factor in the development of the special school has been the introduction
of the assessment agenda with pupils attending a special school expected to make
similar progress to their mainstream peers. There is inconclusive evidence that the
advantages of the special school of providing small classes taught by teachers with
appropriate experience produces comparable results to mainstream education. In
the often-small size special school there is a potential lack of appropriate specialist

facilities and teachers.

1.6.4. Schools for Pupils Labelled BESD
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Special schools are not homogenous. Within this sector of education schools cater
for diverse groupings of pupils defined by their needs. Special schools for pupils
labelled BESD is one kind of special education provision. Children with the label
BESD are more likely to be placed in special schools from an early age although
there is a notable further transfer around the time of transfer to secondary
education. In a research project in the Netherlands, 235 children in special schools
were researched in terms of emotional, behavioural, environmental and academic
variables (Stoutjesdijk, Scholte, and Swaab, 2012). The research concluded that
children coping with EBD, academic problems and disturbances in relationships
with their parents/carers did not generally thrive in an inclusive setting. They
further reported that inclusive education cannot be achieved for some children
with EBD in mainstream schools and that they thought there was a continuing need

for special schools.

A negative view of such a school is provided by Youdell (2010) in a paper describing
special schools for BESD-labelled pupils as ‘sites for containment and correction’
and ‘repositories for bodies that exceed the normative requirements of schooling’

(p. 315). He described special schools as a place where:

The designated and diagnosed are corralled, monitored and surveilled,
where they are made again and again as the failed, the out of control, the
aberrant, the pathological. Where subject-hood is tenuous and where
recognisability rests on diagnoses of disorders and difficulties (Youdall,
2010, p. 314).

This poses the question of whether all special schools for pupils labelled BESD are at
the ‘margins of education’ (Youdall, 2010, p. 315). It is true to say that despite
declared efforts by the UK government to improve the educational experience of
disadvantaged and vulnerable young people, including those with BESD, there is a
lack of clarity in government policy. This results in continued dilemmas and
inconsistencies in provision, practice and attitudes for this historically under-served
population (Burton et al., 2009). Professionals highlight confused and contradictory
messages for the treatment of and priority afforded to young people with BESD

within the education system.
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According to Ainscow et al. (2007), although the government is simultaneously
pursuing the goals of excellence and equity in education, the pursuit of equity is
jeopardised by having been superimposed on policies of choice and competition
which appear to have reinforce inequity and social division. The findings of the
Burton et al. (2009) study heighten a concern that the pressure on LEAs and school
leaders to affect academic achievement may overshadow attempts to address the
educational and other developmental needs of disadvantaged pupils, including
those with BESD. As a result, there was widespread underachievement of pupils
with BESD; a finding supported by Hallam et al. (2005). Burton et al. (2009) also
found low professional expectations of young people reflected in the curriculum
offer of mainly vocational courses. There is little research evidence on the ways that
special schools with large proportions of pupils labelled BESD apply their curriculum
offer. What is clear is that the child who is to be educated within a special school
has all the rights and entitlements as a child in mainstream education in addition to

additional benefits as outlined in the SEN/EHCP.

Summary

In this chapter | have presented and discussed the topics of special education and
special schools. | began with a brief description of the development of special
education and the tension which exists between the call for schools to be inclusive
and the policy that children should be educated in environments suited to their
individual needs. This led to an examination of the models of disability: psycho-

medical, social, affirmative and rights-based.

| went on to consider in more detail the development of SEN in schools and the
progressions which have been made in SEN up till the publication of the ‘SEN and
Disability Code of Practice: 0 -25 years’ (2015). Some of the 2015 changes impacted
on this research notably the change from a ‘statement of educational need’ to an
EHCP. In this latter plan, the category of pupil behaviour has been largely subsumed
within the category of mental health. This was not merely a change in terminology
but possibly signalled how ex-BESD pupils will be categorised in schools in the
future.
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As this research was conducted with pupils who all had ‘statements’, it was
appropriate to examine issues related to ‘pupil labels” and the effects that these
labels potentially have on the SEN pupils concerned. It is also useful to examine the
term BESD and then to consider the challenges posed by BESD pupils within

schools.

Although it is a contested issue in education, special schools continue to exist; this
research was conducted in a special school and the issues surrounding special
schools needed to be discussed. A further concern is the curriculum offer of special
schools. Special school pupils have the same rights to the NC as their mainstream
peers, but there is an argument that the special school curriculum should be more
suited to individual pupil’s needs. The NC has added to this dilemma with its

emphasis on progress and attainment with all pupils following a similar curriculum.

For the purpose of this research it was appropriate to discuss research about pupils
with BESD attending a special school. After having examined and considered special
education and special schools together with an examination of pupils with BESD, |

now move on to consider the research literature regarding PE.
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Chapter 2. Physical Education
2.1 Introduction

Having discussed SEN, special schools and pupils with the label BESD, | will now

move on to a discussion of PE in schools.

PE developed from two traditions: organised games and competitive sport as seen
in 19t century private boarding schools, and physical training associated initially
with military drill. PE then moved onto Swedish therapeutic gymnastics in the Ling
tradition in state elementary schools from 1871 onwards (Donovan, Jones and
Hardman, 2006). An amendment to the Elementary Education Act (1870),
implemented the inclusion of ‘drill’ in the PE curriculum. These drill sessions
reflected the methods used by the Army, and in the last thirty years of the 19th
century part-time ex-army personnel taught much of drill syllabus in schools. In
1904 there was a move away from ‘military drill” with the publication of the
‘Syllabus of Physical Exercises’ which contained elements of the Swedish system.
The use of the Swedish system developed and by 1909 it had become a core feature
in the Board of Education Syllabus for Physical Training. Interestingly at this stage it
was called Physical Training and it would be some time before the term PE
emerged. The 1902 Education (Balfour) Act, which was responsible for the
introduction of nationwide state secondary education, also facilitated the
reintroduction of the private school tradition of competitive games in the
curriculum. The governmental Board of Education Supplementary Syllabus
Handbook for 1927 and the 1933 Syllabus of Physical Training saw the decline in
support for the Swedish system to a more ‘English’ system which combined
imported systems with English developments and aimed at optimum development
of the individual through a broad-based curriculum. It was the McNair report (1942)
which brought about a change: ‘this subject . . . is a fundamental and integral part
of the general education’ for which ‘the term Physical Education is preferable to

P.T.” (Donovan, Jones and Hardman, 2006, p. 18).
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The next notable milestone in the development of PE came with the NC which was
introduced by the Education Reform Act (1988). The introduction of the NCPE for
England and Wales at this time did not appear without some ferocious debate with
authors such as Alderson and Crutchley (1990) articulating a long-standing debate
which asked what it was that children should know of, be able to do and appreciate
about (the) activities in which they participate?’ (p. 38). They went on to report that
there ‘appears to be no professional consensus regarding what being “physically
educated” really means, nor how that state is achieved’ (Alderson and Crutchley,
1990 p. 38-40). This debate amongst PE professionals continued to be keenly
contested and may have been a factor in the Qualifications and Curriculum
Authority (QCA, 2005, p. 1) posed question: ‘What is the purpose of PE in the school
curriculum?’ more than 10 years after the NCPE was introduced in England and
Wales. Over the last 30 years PE professionals have sought to justify the
educational worth of the subject by stressing the contribution it can make to other
‘supposedly intellectual dimensions of education’ (Green, 2008, p. 10). The
discussion continues with calls being made for NCPE to be included as a core

subject in the NC:

Physical education should be a core subject within the National Curriculum
because it is the only subject whose primary focus is on the body and, in this
respect, it uniquely addresses the physical development aim of the
curriculum and it also makes a significant contribution to the spiritual, moral
and cultural development of pupils (Harris, 2018, p. 1).

This ambition stems from the desire amongst PE academics to elevate the subject
within the curriculum noting both the views above and also the contribution
claimed for PE for the development of a healthy lifestyle. It is further claimed that
making PE a core subject in the NC would stimulate significant health and
educational attainment benefits, lead to the improved physical, mental and
personal wellbeing of children, develop essential life skills and contribute to whole-
school improvement (Harris, 2018). These are ambitious aims and the claims of

potential benefits need to be explored in the light of research evidence.
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PE has been sub-divided into the three areas: physical education, physical activity
and school sport. A definition provided by the Association for PE (AfPE) clearly

outlines this position:

Physical Education is the planned, progressive learning that takes place in
school curriculum timetabled time and which is delivered to all pupils. This
involves both ‘learning to move’ (i.e. becoming more physically competent)
and ‘moving to learn’ (e.g. learning through movement, a range of skills and
understandings beyond physical activity, such as co-operating with others).
The context for the learning is physical activity, with children experiencing a
broad range of activities, including sport and dance.

Physical activity is a broad term referring to all bodily movement that uses
energy. It includes all forms of physical education, sports and dance
activities.

School sport is the structured learning that takes place beyond the
curriculum (i.e. in the extended curriculum) within school settings; this is
sometimes referred to as out-of-school-hours learning. Again, the context
for the learning is physical activity (AfPE, 2015).

For the purpose of this research physical education and physical activity are taken
as being symbiotic since one cannot exist without the other and any discussion of

the topic of PE in schools necessarily includes both PE and physical activity.

There can be little doubt that PE professionals believe in the benefits of taking part
in PE and that they wish all pupils within school to experience the positive benefits
of taking part in activities which are motivating, fun, enjoyable and worthwhile. If
these are the achievement goals of physical education lessons, what is difficult to
explain is the slow decline in participation rates as pupils get older plus the falling

participation rates of PE-related activities post-school.

This chapter will examine the claims made for the beneficial aspects of being
involved in PE in schools both in general and as it applies to the pupils within this
research i.e. those being taught in a special school. The first part of the chapter will
explore the benefits claimed for PE, followed by a discussion of some reported
negative aspects of PE. The final part of the chapter will focus on the specific area

of PE for pupils with SEN and those with the label BESD.
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2.2. Benefits claimed for PE lessons

Physical education as a subject within the school curriculum is often cited as being
the source of many positive developmental characteristics (Medcalf, 2011). It is
argued that PE can facilitate the development of multiple personal, physical and
social qualities (Medcalf, 2010). To facilitate the development of these qualities,
there needs to be positive teaching and learning environments and appropriate

lesson content.

There are several multiple discourses within which it is claimed the subject
develops physical skills, team building, character development, responsibility,
creativity and imagination. As such PE is seen as having value (Kay, 1998). It has
been claimed that PE can contribute to the overall education process, a claim not
made by any other subject (Medcalf, 2010), but this point of view is not universally
accepted. Penney and Chandler (2000) made the point that if PE continues to make
such claims it risks the core integrity of the subject; they believed that before PE
makes its various claims of benefits it should define more clearly what its primary
purpose is. This discussion led Elder (2008) to express the view that PE should be a
means of educating all through the PE domain. The distinctive features that PE can
bring to the learning process has led many to believe that it can play an important
role in achieving broader educational objectives than the traditional skills-based

concept of the subject.

In a research project which took evidence from 50 countries, Bailey (2006)
undertook a meta-analysis of statements of the aims of PE, standards and national
curricula. The findings of this study suggest that the outcomes of PE could be
understood in terms of children’s development in five domains: physical, lifestyle,
affective, social and cognitive. Bailey (2006) noted that the benefits ascribed to PE
are by no means automatic, only that PE had the potential to contribute to overall
education within the described areas. The work of Bailey (2006) was further
developed by Bailey, Armour, Kirk, Jess, Pickup, Sandford and the British Education
Research Association (BERA) Physical Education and Sport Pedagogy Special Interest
Group (2008) who concluded that, although further research needed to take place
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about some of the benefits of PE, ‘there was a prevailing belief that engagement in

PE and school sport is, somehow, a good thing’ (Bailey et al., 2008, p. 15).

The contribution that PE is capable of making to the overall school curriculum has
been a matter of discussion within PE research, with authors concluding that the
long-term aim is the encouragement of continued participation in lifelong activities.
There is also an appreciation of a wide variety of holistic and interdisciplinary
benefits (Kay, 2003). Doll-Tepper (2005) argued that far from being a short-lived
part of the curriculum, PE could make a lifelong contribution to learning and
education. Houlihan and Green (2006) described how PE could play an important
role in whole school improvement, community development and the fostering of

positive behavioural and attitudinal change amongst school pupils.

The discussion has continued with Evans and Davies (2010) considering various
assumptions that underpin the alleged capacity for PE ‘to affect the dispositional
resources, motivation, attitudes, willingness, desire - all fundamental cultural
capitals of pupils for performance or participation in sport in and out of school’

(Evans and Davies, 2010, p. 768).

A briefing document prepared by Public Health England, the Youth Sport Trust and
the Association of Colleges Sport made some interesting claims for the benefits of
physical activity which have implications for the teaching of PE in schools. The
document contained references to research findings suggesting that physical
activity enhanced cardio-metabolic health, musculoskeletal health/muscular
strength, bone health and cardio-vascular fitness. In addition, physical activity could
enhance mental wellbeing including the promotion of positive self-esteem and the
lowering of levels of anxiety and stress (see below). Claims were also made that
there is an emerging association between physical activity and attainment (see
below). It further reaffirmed the NCPE (2013) aims to inspire all pupils to succeed
and excel in competitive sport and other physically demanding activities, and to be
involved in a range of activities that developed personal fitness and promoted a
healthy active lifestyle. In addition, and as a means of attaining these high ideals, it
proposed increasing the amount of time spent being physically active during PE. It is
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interesting to note that this is a return to ‘physical’ ‘organised’ PE and overturned
the PE philosophy of the 1980s when PE teachers had control over the PE

curriculum in their individual schools.

Bailey (2012) pointed out the dangers of the benefits claimed for PE becoming too
pervasive with the use of language such as ‘society needs to combat obesity’ or it
needs to ‘fight and defeat heart disease’ (Bailey, 2012, p. 1053). The use of such
language is understood in the light of the perceived deteriorating health of the

nation, but do frame the argument for PE as being able to cure the nation’s ills.

2.2.1. Physical/ Health Benefits

The link between activity and bodily health in 2019 has reached the point of

consensus:

Physical activities are an important feature of healthy development, and
inactivity is a risk factor for a range of serious conditions which can develop
during childhood, adolescence and adulthood (Bailey, Hillman, Arent and
Petitas, 2013, p. 293).

The health of the nation has been a recurrent theme for successive governments,
making PE part of a national debate. Governments, acknowledging that PE has a
part to play, have produced a number of schemes designed to improve the health
of the nation both young and old. The ‘Choosing Health Project’ (Department of
Health [DOH], 2004) is an early example of this. The DOH set out its overarching
priorities which included reducing obesity, increasing exercise, a National Healthy
Schools Programme and the promotion of the ‘National Strategy for PE, School
Sport and Club Links’ (PESSCL). The NCPE required PE teachers in England and
Wales to develop pupils’ knowledge and understanding of the impact of exercise
and health as well as developing pupils’ ability to take an active part. In a review of
school-based interventions, Doak, Visscher, Renders and Seidell (2006) however
cited PE as being only one of several factors that could potentially affect children’s

health outcomes. Another was, for example, reduced television viewing.

Green (2008) believed that it might be assumed that PE provided an appropriate

setting for health promotion through physical activity and exercise in a variety of
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ways. He saw PE as the means of pupils engaging in physical activity in school time
and, possibly more importantly, that PE can help to prepare children for a lifetime
of physical activity by developing appropriate knowledge and skills. However, he
also acknowledged that there is still little compelling evidence that physical activity

during childhood had a major impact on future health status.

The majority of children attend school and are involved in PE lessons, so schools
and especially PE lessons have been considered a suitable context to introduce
school-based approaches to improve children’s health and, since the whole range
of school pupils could potentially be involved, have also been seen as a cost-
effective solution to improving the health of the nation (Davidson, 2007). PE lessons
may be able to help to bring about a positive effect, but it should also be
appreciated that time spent in PE lessons only accounts for some 1% of a child’s
waking time (Fox, 2004) and that the lessons involved may only involve a limited
amount of physical activity. In the UK, a review of primary-aged children found that
they were moderately to vigorously active for only 20% of PE lesson time (Waring,
Warburton and Coy, 2007). Research conducted by the University of Cambridge
found that the World Health Organisation’s recommendation that young people
aged 5 to 18 should do at least an hour of moderate to vigorous physical activity
every day was not being met globally by 8 out of 10 adolescents. The research also
found that girls and children from disadvantaged socioeconomic backgrounds were
less likely to be physically active. In the UK, funding for such initiatives as covered
by the Cambridge study has reached £320m but, whilst this sounds favourable, the
Cambridge study noted that robust evidence on the effectiveness of such activities

was lacking (Love, Adams and van Sluijs, 2018).

The document ‘Childhood Obesity: A Plan for Action’ (Gov. UK, 2016) reaffirmed
that there is a strong belief that regular physical activity is associated with
numerous health benefits for children. In this document the UK Chief Medical
Officers’ recommended that all children and young people engage in moderate to
vigorous intensity physical activity for at least 60 minutes every day. The Chief

Medical Officer noted that, although many schools already offered an average of
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two hours of PE or other physical activities per week, there was a need to do more
to increase children’s daily activity levels. They recommended that at least 30
minutes should be delivered in school every day through active break-times, PE,
extra-curricular clubs, active lessons or other sport and physical activity events. The
remaining 30 minutes should be supported by parents and carers outside of school
time. Clearly PE is not able to provide the whole activity goal, as curriculum time on

its own is not enough to begin to meet the desired recommendations.

Following on from ‘Childhood Obesity: A Plan for Action’ the University of
Birmingham, the West Midlands Active Lifestyle and Healthy Eating in
Schoolchildren (WAVES) undertook a trial funded by the National Institute for
Health Research (NIHR). This trial aimed to assess the clinical and cost effectiveness
of a programme of activities designed to support children aged 6 and 7 to keep
their weight at a healthy level by promoting healthy eating and physical activity.
The 12-month WAVES study included a daily additional 30-minute school-time
physical activity opportunity and a 6-week interactive skill-based programme in
conjunction with Aston Villa Football Club. It also included signposting of local
family physical activity opportunities through 6 months of regular mail-outs and
termly school-led family health cooking skills workshops. Almost 1,500 pupils from
54 primary schools took part in these trials. Measurements including weight,
height, percentage body fat, waist circumference, skinfold thickness and blood
pressure were taken at the start of the trial. Pupils also wore an activity tracker for
5 days, recorded their dietary intake and took part in quality-of-life assessments.
Measurements were retaken after 15 months and 30 months and were compared

with control pupils not involved in the trial.

The results of the randomised controlled trial found that there was no significant
positive effect on the weight status of the intervention group. These findings led
Professor Peymane Adab, of the University of Birmingham’s Institute of Applied
Health Research to report their ‘research, combined with wider evidence, suggests
that schools cannot lead on the child obesity prevention agenda’ (University of

Birmingham, 2018).
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Professor Miranda Pallan, also of the University of Birmingham, commented that:

Whilst schools are an important setting for influencing children’s health
behaviour, and delivery of knowledge and skills to support healthy lifestyles
is one of their mandatory functions, widespread policy change and broader
influences from the family, community, media and the food industry is also
needed (University of Birmingham, 2018).

There is an ongoing debate amongst PE professionals about the perceived
importance of being physically active in school and how much this might influence
future active lifestyles. There is some evidence that behaviours learned in
childhood are often maintained into adulthood (Kelder, Perry, Klepp, and Lytle,
1994). In contrast, other researchers have not found this link (Wiltshire, Lee and
Evans, 2017; Quarmby, Sandford and Elliot, 2018). This later research suggested
there was a rejection on the part of pupils of the value of taking part in PE. This is
important since it seems to suggest that the characteristics of PE as described by PE
teachers of enjoyment, teamwork, physical achievement, fun, personal and social
development etc. are either not being achieved or are not sufficient in themselves
to foster a desire for an active lifestyle in adulthood (Bailey, 2007). This is a
contested area, but the evidence from schools seems to suggest that pupils need
something different from their PE lessons in order to make lifelong physical activity

desirable (Quarmby, Sandford and Elliot, 2018).

What is not a contested area is the importance of the development of motor skills,
since childhood up to puberty is a sensitive period for skills development. These
skills form the basis of engagement in PE and are best developed when the child
finds the learning of such skills easy. Some have argued that if children do not learn
these skills at an appropriate age, then they never will (Bayli, 1998). This is because
the learning of a broad base of skills in childhood creates opportunities to take part
in a vast range of activities later in life, and the absence of these skills leads to the
pupil having an impoverished range of options to be active in later life (Bailey et al.,
2013). This is an important area in which the school PE programme can make a

significant contribution.
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2.2.2. Emotional Benefits

Physical activity has been linked to a variety of mental health outcomes including
increased levels of self-esteem, reduced social isolation and social benefits such as
the making of new friends and learning about positive and negative emotions

(Scanlan, Babkes, and Scanlan, 2005)

2.2.3. Affective Benefits/ Self-esteem

Affective development is difficult to define owing to its subjective, imprecise and
personal nature. It is generally seen as synonymous with psychological and
emotional wellbeing and encompasses a range of assets that include mental health,
positive self-regard, coping skills, conflict resolution skills, mastery motivation, a
sense of autonomy, moral character and confidence (National Research Council and
Institute of Medicine (NRCIM), 2002). There is consistent evidence that taking part
in physical activity can have a positive effect on the psychological wellbeing of
children and young people. This evidence is particularly strong for self-esteem (Fox,
2000) where the degree that pupils feel positively about themselves influences
their mental wellbeing (Wilson and Kendall-Seatter, 2010). Physical activity has
been found to enhance both psychological wellbeing and self-esteem (Laker, 2000),

a view which has been endorsed by the Mental Health Foundation (2013).

Self-esteem is defined as the way we see ourselves and the impact this may have
on our mental wellbeing (Wilson and Kendall-Seatter, 2010). Enhanced self-esteem
generally occurs when an individual succeeds, is praised, or experiences love from
another and is lowered by failure, harsh criticism and rejection. Self-esteem is often
seen as both a marker for general wellbeing and by some psychologists as the core
to mental health (Landers and Arent, 2001). There is also a widely held belief that
self-esteem significantly influences achievement in education and other areas of life
(Medcalf, 2010). Howells and Bowen (2016) reported that physical activity has been
found to enhance both psychological wellbeing and self-esteem. There are studies
that have noted a positive relationship between high self-esteem and other

variables which may be related to educational achievement, such as persistence
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and the ability to work independently (Baumeister, Campbell, Krueger, and Vohs,
2003). The development of these qualities lies at the heart of education and can
lead to a feeling of personal effectiveness and autonomy. It has also been
suggested that there is a causal relationship between self-esteem and pupils’

academic aspirations (Chiu, 1990).

Wilson and Kendall-Seatter (2010) went further in proposing that higher self-
esteem is likely to be achieved when pupils’ basic needs are realised, building
towards self-actualisation and fulfilment which will in turn help pupils overcome

challenges.

Low self-esteem is often seen in pupils identified with SEN especially if their
experience of the education system has not been positive including having
experienced many different schools. The characteristics of low self-esteem include
a reluctance to take part and pupils holding back, even loudly proclaiming that the
activity at hand is ridiculous and that they do not care to join in. This may be
interpreted as signs that they do not want to participate because they fear failure if
they do (Goleniowska, 2014). Research has indicated that, within PE lessons, self-
esteem might be improved if lessons promoted the mastery of physical skills (Chen,
Sun and Wang, 2018). Pollard (2010) proposed that highlighting a physical skill and
celebrating the development of that skill can be an empowering experience for
pupils with low self-esteem, allowing pupils to recognise their strengths. This effect
is enhanced if the pupil succeeds, is praised and generally helped to feel good about
themselves but can also be weakened by failure, criticism and rejection. A high level
of self-esteem is associated with emotional stability and adjustment, whereas low
self-esteem features in many forms of mental illness and poor health behaviour

(Fox, 1997).

Physical competence, especially in boys, is prestigious particularly amongst their
peers and may lead to a sense of personal effectiveness and autonomy which
promotes self-esteem. There is evidence that physical activity can help to
strengthen the individual’s self-worth which in turn is an important factor in the
development of a positive view of oneself (Sonstroem and Potts, 1996).
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For young people, the relationship between sport participation and self-esteem
seems to be heavily reliant on acceptance by their peers, and it should be noted
that girls are particularly vulnerable to negative peer judgements when

participating in sport (Daniels and Leaper, 2006).

2.2.4. Physical Competence

Physical competence and appearance are a prestigious factor in social culture.
Competence may lead to a sense of personal effectiveness and feelings of
autonomy and these characteristics are associated with positive self-esteem. It has
been noted that amongst young people the physical self is particularly important in
the development of self-esteem, but it must also be remembered that this is a
complex area of study since self-esteem can be measured and expressed in a
variety of ways (Ekeland, Heian and Birger Hagen, 2005). Despite the difficulties,
there is evidence that physical activity can strengthen an individual’s self-worth,
and this is important in developing a positive perception of oneself (Sonstroem and

Potts, 1996).

Self-efficacy is a measure of pupils’ confidence to perform specific tasks. It is the
belief the individual holds as to their likelihood of successfully completing a task.
What makes this important is that there is a growing body of evidence of a
relationship between self-efficacy and academic performance (Pintrich, Roeser, and
De Groot, 1994). Research has further demonstrated that regular physical activity
can support the development of self-efficacy (Bailey, 2016). Indeed, a high-quality
systematic review found most pupils reported physical activity was positively
associated with self-efficacy, while a minority saw no effect (Cataldo, John,

Chandran, Pati, and Shroyer, 2013).

2.2.5. Enjoyment.

Enjoyment is a major factor in the development and reinforcement of self-esteem,
which in turn can lead to enhanced motivation for further participation. Kimiecik
and Harris (1996) suggested that enjoyment fostered the development of intrinsic

motivation and supported the view that high levels of intrinsic motivation were a
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consequence of feelings of enjoyment and low levels of anxiety (Deci and Ryan,
1985). Enjoyment has been identified by teachers as an important outcome of
planned PE lesson activities (O’Reilly, Tompkins and Gallant, 2001), whilst pupils
themselves often rate enjoyment as being an important factor in their perception
of sport (Scanlan and Lewthwaite, 1986). The enjoyment of physical activities
especially within schools is not universal, and it has been argued that developed
helplessness, development of a negative self-concept and avoidance of the activity
may be outcomes of negative PE lesson experiences (Biddle, 1999). There has been
a concern that girls, especially those attending secondary school, experience
progressive disillusionment with PE (Fuchs et al., 1988). However, when activities
are presented in attractive, meaningful and relevant ways to pupils, boys and girls
of all levels of ability and dispositions towards movement enjoy participation (Sabo,

Miller, Melnick, and Heywood, 2004).

There is some evidence that taking part in physical activity by members of a socially
marginalised group such as at-risk youth and disabled people may contribute to a

more generalised feeling of empowerment. It has been noted that:

by promoting physical fitness, increased physical performance, lessening
body mass and promoting a more favourable body shape and structure,
physical activity will provide more positive social feedback and recognition
from peer groups, which will subsequently lead to improvements in the
individual’s self-image (Bailey et al., 2013, p. 297).

It must be noted that the case for positive movement experiences can form a
‘virtuous circle’ (Bailey et al., 2013, p. 297) in which physical, psychological and
social skills interact and reinforce each other through a positive feedback loop. The
key part of this circle is the positive experience and, if this is missing, the circle may
turn into a ‘vicious circle’ with young people becoming disaffected with physical
activity. It is this concept of meaningfulness that has been demonstrated by Beni et
al. (2016) to be an essential attribute of all successful PE lessons, with the pupils
seeing value in activities that have personal meaning and rejecting other activities

which they perceive to be meaningless.

2.3. Social Benefits
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Social benefits focus on developing young people’s abilities to interact positively
with others, which may result in gains for themselves, their schools and
communities (Bailey et al., 2009). Engagement in PE provides the opportunity for
the promotion of personal and social responsibility and the development of pro-
social skills (Parker and Stiehl, 2005). In many cases it develops the skills for
individuals to work collaboratively, cohesively and constructively and is believed to
encourage the development of trust (Priest, 1998), sense of community (Moore,
2002), personal and social corporate responsibility (Priest and Gass, 1997) and co-
operation (Miller, Bredemeier, and Shields, 1997). It is these skills that Bailey (2005)
believed could function as a form of social capital for individuals to help them
develop resilience to difficult life circumstances. The process of socialisation
through sport has been widely acknowledged and Coakley (2007) defined this as
the ‘active process of learning and social development which occurs as we interact
with one another and become acquainted with the social world in which we live’

(Coakley, 2009, p. 90).

Processes which occur during PE lessons in the interactive nature of the learning
allows social development to take place. This may be seen in the work of Wright,
White and Gaebler-Spira (2004) who, when working with a group of children with
disabilities in an adapted martial art setting, found that the children showed
positive social interactions, an increased sense of ability and positive feelings about

the programme.

2.3.1. Social behaviour/Social inclusion

In the research literature, the relationship between participation in physical activity
and social development is at best equivocal (Bailey et al., 2013), with some
evidence that behaviour can deteriorate as a result of badly-planned experiences
(Bailey, 2006). There are other studies which have provided a link between positive
experiences of activity and contributions to positive social behaviours. The notion
that PE can provide a setting for young people’s social development has led to
several schemes aimed at using differing forms of physical activity to re-engage
disaffected pupils and to encourage the development of positive skills and
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attitudes. The problem of disaffection has been of concern to policy makers since it
affects educational attainment. Positively motivated pupils are happier in the
school situation than their disaffected peers. There is evidence that
disaffection/truancy/exclusion has been identified as a significant antecedent in
delinquency, dropout and undesirable outcomes (Maynard, Salas-Wright, Vaughn

and Peters, 2012).

Research has found that social benefits might accrue from physical activity
particularly in such areas as co-operation, teamwork, empathy and the
development of a sense of personal responsibility (Wright, White, and Gaebler-
Spira, 2005). The most favourable results regarding improving social behaviour have
come from school-based studies in which aspects of the PE curriculum have been
modified e.g. Youth Sport Trust/BskyB Living for Sport (Armour, Sandford and
Duncombe, 2013). It has also been suggested that findings from school-based
studies in PE can make a contribution towards a school-wide approach to the
teaching of social skills. These schemes have produced results which are broadly
favourable with noted improvements in moral reasoning, fair play, sportsmanship

and personal responsibility (Armour et al., 2013).

2.3.2. Social Networks

The research literature on social development demonstrates the contribution that
PE can make to the developments of social networks. PE offers the opportunity for
pupils to develop a sense of belonging within the group or team and for the

bringing together of pupils from different social backgrounds (Bailey et al., 2009)

2.3.3. Peer Relationships

It is not surprising that peer relationships play such an important role in young
people’s development since they spend more time with their peers than with any
other group. Peer acceptance plays an important part in all aspects of school life
and provides emotional support. It has been noted by Carroll et al. (2009) that peer
relationships influence current and future wellbeing and academic achievement.

Ryan and Ladd (2012) have demonstrated a significant link between peer
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relationships and success in schools. It is during adolescence that peers and friends
exert significant pressure on individuals regarding levels of engagement with
resulting positive or negative effects. It has been noted that physical activity can
provide a catalyst for the development of friendships during childhood and it has
been found that playing and physical activity play at an early age may help children
develop friendships. This is a helpful strategy for children with poor or limited social

skills.

In a study by Woodward and Ferguson (2000), it was found that secondary age
children who were not well accepted by their classmates tended to do less well
than more popular children and that they had a greater risk of opting out of
secondary education. There is a widely-held belief that sport and other socially-
orientated activities are natural settings for the development of friendships
(Denault and Poulin, 2009). Weiss and Petlichkoff (1989) attempted to map out the
dimensions of young people’s views on friendship in sport and noted the
complexity of the area. Despite these complexities, this research affirmed the
importance of physical activity contexts in the development of friendships

throughout childhood.

If having friends influences pupil progress then in a small rural special school where
the current research took place, these friendships and peer relationships take on a
special significance since the possible stigma of attending a special school and the
travel involved to the school renders school friends as possibly special school pupils’

only friends.

In PE lessons, which involve working as individuals, working in small groups and
being members of teams, being educated within a special school and surrounded by

your friendship group might be a positive advantage.

2.4. Individual Values

It has been suggested that the idea of collaborative physical play and activity offers
learning contexts that facilitate the development of attitudes and skills such as

trust, perseverance, empathy, leadership and cooperation (Sandford et al., 2006).
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The desire to develop such attitudes and skills has all helped to renew interest in

the positive contribution of competitive team sports.

2.4.1. Competitive Team Games

Team games have been regarded in recent government documents as providing
contexts for the development of favourable characteristics such as the opportunity
to compete in sport and other activities. These are thought to build character and
help to embed values such as fairness and respect (NCPE, 2013). This view is
challenged with the oft-cited issues of bullying, over-emphasis on competition, the
narrow range of competitive team games on offer in schools and the popular
perception that team games are particularly suited to boys. Despite these
criticisms, there is evidence that children who play regular sport are more likely to
be active in adulthood than those children who do not take part in sport
(Zimmermann-Sloutskis et al., 2010). Since child development is multi-faceted, it is
not surprising that children seem to benefit from participation in a variety of
activities (Cote, Strachen and Fraser-Thomas, 2008). This argument makes the case
for a wide range of team games to be part of the school curriculum with the

possibility of pupil choice being offered as pupils get older.

Participation in team games and competitive sport has been linked with positive
social and psychological outcomes beneficial for the success of schools such as
improved self-esteem, self-regulation, goal attainment and leadership skills (Bailey
et al., 2013). Participation in team sports has also been shown to build skills such as
preparation and persistence and to foster an increased sense of belonging
(Rosewater, 2009). It has been claimed that team sports which are appropriately
presented do offer a positive addition to social cohesiveness (Cox, 2012). This
argument needs to be challenged since there is little evidence to suggest that
involvement in sport leads to positive outcomes. Participation in sport may
contribute to positive outcomes but the relationship between sport and positive
outcomes can be difficult to achieve in practice and may only be realised through a
series of ‘conducive change mechanisms’ (Whitelaw et al., 2010, p. 65). The
argument is developed by the recognition that there is ‘a complexity within the
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physical activity/mental wellbeing link’” and propose that there ought to be a re-
organisation in the language used from ‘there is an association between physical
activity and mental wellbeing’ to the more cautious and provisional ‘there could be
a relationship that is achievable under conducive conditions’ (Whitelaw et al., 2010,

p. 65).

In studies of school sport there is little evidence that factors such as the overall
experience of the school team games programme or the social environment within
the team has been considered. It may be that received opinions are skewed
positively towards involvement in team games, whilst any negative findings which
may point towards the dangers of ill-thought-out provision have not been full
acknowledged. The complexity of the issue requires a more cautious stance on the
benefits or otherwise of team games with more research being needed into the

context of school team games.

2.5. Environment

There is some evidence that teachers and coaches believe that engagement in
physical activity develops life skills (Holt, Tamminen, Tink and Black, 2009), but
other literature shows that the pedagogy of the teacher and the social environment
in which the sessions take place are more important than the activities themselves

(Petitpas, Cornelius and van Raalte, 2008)

One of the positive effects of taking part in PE lessons is that it offers a very

different environment from other curriculum subjects. Teachers of PE claim that it
offers freedom from classroom constraints, opportunities to experience decision-
making processes and the opportunity to work with different pupils in a variety of
different situations. These factors are all claimed to facilitate friendships and peer

relationships (Bailey, 2016).

PE outdoors is far removed from the classroom situation and may help to reduce
disruptive behaviour. Kuo and Taylor (2004), who worked with pupils identified as
having Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), found being outdoors

reduced negative behaviour symptoms but this effect could also have been due to
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other variables. Being outdoors only plays a small part in the wider picture.
Teaching practices and curricula may mitigate against the potential benefits of
being in a large outdoor space and may actively deny pupils power to engage and

learn (Medcalf, Marshall and Rhoden, 2006, p. 169).

This research is situated in a small rural special school with access to its own
outdoor spaces and playing fields which offer a wide variety of possible learning
experiences not solely games-teaching situations. The indoor PE space within the
school is limited so it was interesting to explore pupils’ experiences of the use of
the available PE spaces and the effect, if any, this has on the pupils’ perceptions of

PE.

2.6. Intellectual Benefits

The debate amongst PE academics as to whether PE should be a core part of the NC
relies in a small part on the claims made for PE that it is positively associated with
academic achievement (Harris, 2018). There is evidence of a wide-scale anecdotal
assumption that in some schools PE is either seen as an irrelevance or an
interference in the academic life of the school (Harris, 2018), but much research
evidence seems to repudiate this claim with PE being seen as a curriculum essential
(Harris, 2018). Research into the cognitive link with physical activity tends to fall
into two main categories: studies exploring physical activity and brain cognitive

functioning and studies of physical activity and academic performance.

2.6.1. Cognitive Functioning

Academic engagement is concerned with factors such as attendance, participation
in school and achievements gained. It has been claimed that school-sponsored
sports programmes may also build a school spirit which may be described as school
engagement. Academic achievement is highly desired by policy-makers and also by
schools, teachers and parent/carers. Academic subjects such as Mathematics and

English have been seen by policy makers and hence schools as having a greater
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educational value and therefore needing to be prioritised. The inclusion of the
‘core’ subjects of English, Maths and Science in the NC undoubtedly influences
these views (NC, 2013). This forms part of the ‘standards agenda’ in which the NC
‘makes expectations for learning and attainment explicit to pupils, parents,
teachers, governors, employers and the public and establishes national standards
for the performance of all pupils on the subjects’ (Parliament. UK., 2009). This
policy has led to the notion that time spent on core subjects should be ring-fenced.
Schools are under pressure to prioritise academic subjects which leads to squeezing
timetable time for non-core subjects like the arts and PE. An example of the
importance placed on core subjects was the guidance document produced by the
QCA in which it proposed, admittedly allowing for individual school flexibility, that
at KS2 English should have 21% - 32% of the curriculum, Maths 18% - 21%, Science
9% with other non-core subjects only being allocated 4% - 5%. PE with only 5%
curriculum time (QCA, 2002, p. 36). This policy has undoubtedly led to some
parental fears about time spent away from academic subjects. The result of this has
been that PE tends to be seen as an enjoyable subject which is not involved in the

main academic ethos of the school.

There have been many pieces of research that have examined the relationship
between physical activity and academic ability. One of the most influential is the
Avon Longitudinal Study of Parents and Children based at the University of Bristol, a
study of birth cohort of 14,000 pregnant women whose children and partners were
tracked over two decades (Boyd et al., 2012). The researchers measured 5000
children’s physical activity over a week at age 11. The findings were that at 11 years
of age, girls who were more active were performing better in standardised school
tests in English, Mathematics and science. In addition, this was a predictor for later
success, with the most active doing better at school as teenagers. The results were
adjusted to allow for other factors that could affect school performance e.g. birth
weight, socio-economic status and mothers’ smoking habits whilst pregnant. The
conclusion was that physical activity had either a direct or indirect effect on

educational achievement recorded (Bailey 2016, p. 12).
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2.6.2. School Engagement

Bailey (2017) saw school engagement as being an umbrella concept which contains
several different components of pupils’ behaviours attitudes and feelings —
psychological, cognitive and academic. Psychological in this context refers to a
feeling of belonging to the school and feeling a connection with the teachers.
School engagement is a measure of how much the pupil feels they have a sense of
belonging or emotional engagement in the life of the school. Engagement is the
pursuit of goals that are beneficial to the pupil personally, and to the school and
other significant stakeholders. This is an important factor in pupils’ school life since
positive outcomes for pupils is linked to successful completion of schooling.
Research has shown that engaged pupils achieve more and are happier in school
than their disaffected peers (Ackerman, 2013). Hughes, Luo, Kwok, and Loyd (2008)
found that the pupils who are the most engaged with school outperform peers
who are less engaged or absent, because engaged pupils are likely to have positive
behaviours relating to their education such as concentration, the exertion of effort,
being capable of taking the initiative and persistence (Hughes et al., 2008).
Fredericks, Eccles and Garcia Coll (2006) believe that time spent in organised sports
activities predicted a positive attitude to school engagement and higher
educational achievement in later years. There are findings which suggest that pupils
who engage in school sport experience a greater feeling of belonging to a school
compared to unstructured activities such as watching television or spending time
with friends (Blomfield and Barber, 2010). Eccles, Barber, Stone and Hunt, (2003)
found that adolescents who had a positive involvement with their school found the

latter part of their school career to be one of greater enjoyment.

Studies have found that pupils feel motivated to engage with school when they feel
that they are being supported by adults and that there is value in what they are
doing. A disconnect occurs when pupils feel that they are not being supported and
this may lead to disaffection, truancy and dropout (Archambault, Joanosz, Fallu and
Pagani, 2009). The link between motivation to learn and positive factors which

influence pupil motivation are interconnected: good outcomes encourage pupil
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motivation whilst poor results have negative effects on pupil motivation. Two cycles
are at play here with positive outcomes encouraging engagement in schooling and

negative outcomes fostering discouragement, disaffection and dropout.

In a Canadian study to examine the relationship between school engagement and
enjoyment in several school subjects, it was found that enjoyment of PE and art
education were amongst the top factors contributing to school engagement.
Bengoechea, Lorenzino, and Gray (2019) found that enjoyment of PE was the
strongest contributor to school engagement in early adolescence. They stressed
that curricular factors, and in particular the quality of pupils’ experiences in PE, may
be more important than had previously been recognised in terms of ‘understanding
and promoting school engagement in early and middle adolescence . . . specifically
that a positive experience in PE . . . . can contribute to pupils’ engagement and

valuing of school’ (Bengoechea, Lorenzino, and Gray, 2019, p. 301).

2.7. Active Participation

The main thrust of the research in this area has focused on physical activity and its
effect on educational attainment, but this type of research is not without difficulty
since there are many variables which need to be considered. One of these is socio-
economic status since it could be argued that children from higher economic
backgrounds have access to a greater range and quality of physical activity, with the
reverse also being true that pupils from low socio-economic backgrounds have

diminished access to physical activity settings.

In the school setting, a recent development has been research into the effects of
short-burst activity on academic performance. A two-year study in a primary school
found that when the pupils were involved in a daily 10 - 15 minute activity session
of classroom-based physical activity matched to core classroom activities such as
spelling and mathematics, they were more likely to achieve higher scores than if
they had not participated (Holler et al., 2010). Pontifex, Saliba, Raine, Picchietti and
Hillman (2013) reported that even moderate intensity activity in bursts as little as

five minutes increased brain processes, improved focus and enhanced cognitive
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control for up to one hour afterwards. This type of research has led some
researchers to believe that physical activity should be scheduled before important
subjects like mathematics and not at the end of the school day (Kubesch et al.,
2009). More recently there have been several studies exploring the relationship
between physical activity during the school day and educational attainment. The
consensus of these studies has been that replacing some of the time spent in
classroom activities with PE activities did not harm performance in the classroom
activities and in some cases might improve performance (Booth, Tomporowski,

Boyle, Ness, Joinson, Leary and Reilly, 2013).

This concept of either using short-burst activity or the refinement of the curriculum
to include more PE time has interesting potential for pupils labelled BESD, since it
has already been noted that PE may lead to improved self-esteem and the
development of friends and peer relationships in addition to possible gains in

academic performance.

Other research has approached this subject from a different angle by asking how
physical fitness as opposed to physical activity affected educational performance.
This is a problematic research area since, it is clear that physical fitness has a close
link to being physically active. Since pupils only attend school for part of their day,
out-of-school and weekend physical activity plays an important part in their
physical fitness. Despite these extraneous factors, numerous studies have found
that physically fit children outperform their less fit peers. Fedewa and Ahn (2011)
undertook a meta-analysis of the research and found increased fitness was
associated with better grades in mathematics, reading and 1Q scores. Telford,
Cunningham, Telford, Abharata and Cunningham, (2015) found that both activity
and fitness levels correlated with government test scores and that schools with

fitter children performed better.

A positive relationship between increased physical activity and concentration has
been found (Entier, Nowell, Landers and Sibley, 2006). Whilst this gain was
achieved through short burst activities, it is suggested that the effects are more
likely to be sustained when physical activity is maintained over a longer period.
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Many researchers have reported that physical activity and fitness are elements of
schools that tend to be supportive of educational achievement and success. Bailey
et al., (2013) noted that there is now enough evidence to suggest the claim that a
well-planned and well-delivered physical activity programme, offering opportunities
for intense and sustained physical activity, positively contributed to academic

performance (Bailey et al., 2013).

As previously noted, there is a paucity of literature regarding special school PE.
There is, however, some research (Sit, McKenzie, Cerin, McManus, and Lian, 2013)
into activity levels with pupils in a special school environment. As this research was
conducted in Hong Kong schools any conclusions need to be cautious. In addition,
pupils with behavioural difficulties were not part of the research. One of the
report’s key messages was that children with disabilities were less active when
compared to their mainstream peers, and were more active in their break times
than they were during their PE lessons (Sit, McKenzie, Cerin, McManus, and Lian
(2013). These research findings focussing on pupils with no behavioural disabilities
do not add much to the discussion about pupils with the label BESD. It could be
argued that within SEN, pupils with the label BESD form a homogeneous group that
should be considered in its own right. Medcalf, Marshall, and Rhoden (2006)
indicated that there might be a relationship between PE and the behaviour patterns
of pupils with the label EBD. It noted that the increase in time spent ‘on-task’ after
a PE lesson indicated that ‘pupils may be exhibiting a significant improvement in
their concentration and task compliance’ (Medcalf, Marshall, and Rhoden, 2006, p.
173). It must be noted that the authors agree that there could be many possible
explanations for this change in behaviour, but it is acknowledged that PE could
constitute a ‘unique environment and a vital tool in the education for pupils with

EBD (Medcalf et al., 2006, p. 173).

2.8. Alienation in PE

The benefits of PE for children have been widely documented with PE in schools
designed to develop the whole child physically, cognitively and affectively and to

make a positive impact on the child’s overall quality of life (Gallahue and Cleland
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Donnelly, 2003). This ought to lead to a positive and memorable experience for all
children that would encourage lifelong engagement in activity. In a review of how
PE teachers describe their lessons, the terms ‘learning’, ‘happy pupils’, ‘busy’ and
‘good’ were high on the list (Bailey, 2007), yet there is research evidence to suggest
that the ambitious ideas set out by Bailey et al. (2013) and the descriptions
provided by PE teachers of their view of their lessons are not met for many pupils.
Some pupils have been reported in the literature as being alienated from the

subject in a variety of ways.

PE literature regarding alienation has largely been divided into the various
categories or degree of alienation: alienation associated with boredom (Carlson,
1995; Gibbons and Humbert, 2008); lack of meaning or lack of relevance (Carlson,
1995); teacher behaviour (Carlson, 1995; Martel el al., 2002); low skill or perceived
ability (Carlson, 1995; Olafson, 2002; Portman 1995); embarrassment ( Couturier et
al., 2005; Olafson,2002) and competitive class environment (Garn and Cothran,
2006; Halas, 2002). Most of these studies investigated pupils in secondary schools

with a few investigating junior-age groups or pupils with SEN.

Graham (1995) found that many children did not equate PE with a positive,
enjoyable experience. For many PE is a ‘distasteful and discomforting experience’
(p. 479). Several other researchers also found this situation with children reporting
that they did not like PE (Carlson, 1995; Olafson, 2002). Children often perceived PE
to be lacking in fun, fairness and safety (Gibbons and Humbert, 2008). These
negative feelings towards PE, if allowed to develop, might as pointed out by Hallas
(2002) escalate into a phenomenon identified as alienation. Alienation in PE has
been outlined by Carlson (1995) as ‘the persistent negative feelings some pupils
associate with actively aversive or insufficiently meaningful situations (which pupils

often label with the all-purpose adjective boring)’ (p. 467).

The work of Carlson refers to the original work on alienation by Seeman (1959) in
that it identifies three of Seeman’s original constructs: powerlessness,
meaninglessness and social isolation. Powerlessness is seen by Carlson as a lack of
control, meaninglessness as there being no apparent purpose for PE and it lacking
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personal value and social isolation the feeling of not being involved in a valued
activity. Carlson (1995), using interviews with children, revealed that persistent
negative behaviours associated with PE included a range of behaviours and coping
strategies. These included trying to blend into the background, pretending to be
sick or injured, missing school on PE days and a willingness to accept low-grade

outcomes rather than participation in lessons.

In a study carried out by Spencer-Caveliere and Rintoul (2012), 10 and 11-year-old
children were asked to give their perspectives about the three constructs of
alienation: powerlessness, meaninglessness and social isolation. Their findings
reflect the previous research, with children reporting that low skill often led to
possible negative judgements by their peers, embarrassment, ridicule and not being
selected for teams. All these were factors in the non-enjoyment of PE. Boys with

low skills were particularly vulnerable.

The children in the above study often spoke of lack of choice leading to frustration,
lack of effort and disengagement. A lack of meaning in PE is associated with
boredom and repetition of activities, what Siedentop (2002) described as the same
introductory unit again and again. Lack of meaning is also associated with not
learning anything and equating PE with not having a relevant meaning in a
vocational sense. The children in the Siedentop study associated lack of meaning
with activities such as running, whilst Pagnano (2006) stated that if such activities
were to be seen as meaningful, the teachers had to employ the best pedagogical
practices, such as co-operative learning, critical thinking, pupil-centred learning and
better curricular models such as Teaching Games for Understanding (Kirk and

MacPhail, 2002) as ways to promote meaning in the PE lesson.

The social factors reported by the Spencer-Cavaliere study centred around the need
to have friends as a significant factor in the enjoyment of PE. Conversely rejection
was linked to feelings of being left out, which was often associated with having low

skill, not being chosen for teams and being ridiculed or bullied.
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The study noted that some of these negative feelings might be the result of
ineffective PE lessons that did not promote positive social interactions because of
their emphasis on competition or the inclusion of alienating practices such as
partner or team selection. This latter issue of team selection is a recurring theme
throughout the literature since any peer-selection of teams inevitably means that
there must be a last pick, usually the low-skilled child, leading to negative feelings.
Carlson (1995) stated low-skilled children felt isolated in their PE class and,

according to Gallahue and Cleland (2003) are not part of lessons’ social interaction.

2.9. Power Relationships

It has been recognised that the teacher interaction with pupils is of great
importance as it affects pupils’ learning, enjoyment and engagement (Hamre and
Pianta, 2001; Wentzel, 2002). It is also important to consider pupils’ perception of
teacher power which reflects teachers’ influence or control over their pupils (Zhang,
Jiang, Lei and Huang, 2019). Generally, pupils are able to understand the different
types of teacher power, such as legitimate or expert power (Elias and Mace, 2005).
This ability to discern teacher power may be beneficial in terms of promoting good
behaviour or in building positive teacher/pupil relationships (Bugental, Lyon, Lin,
McGrath and Bimbela, 1999). When the various teaching styles were analysed, it
was found that a large proportion have focused on need-supportive teacher
behaviours ‘motivating teachers manage to support students’ basic psychological
needs for autonomy’ (Aelterman, Vansteenkiste, Van Den Berghe, De Meyer, and
Haerens, 2014, p. 595), at the expense of need-thwarting ‘demotivating’ teacher
behaviours (Aelterman et al., 2014, p. 606). They noted that autonomous-
supportive teachers tried to foster pupils’ ‘sense of volition and willingness to put
effort into their study’ (Aelterman, et al., 2014, p. 596). In contrast controlling
teachers made use of pressurising practices to make pupils ‘think, feel or behave in
a specific way, therefore bypassing the pupils’ viewpoint’ (Aelterman et al., 2014, p.

541).

Another aspect of school behaviour is surveillance, where pupils perceive that they
are being watched. The concept of surveillance stems from writings on the
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Panopticon and has echoes in the modern school. It has now become commonplace
for researchers to refer to schools as being Panoptic, providing a wide range of
observations to support this claim (Bushnell, 2003; Blackford, 2004; Azzarito, 2009,
Gallagher, 2010). There is widespread consensus amongst scholars that this account
of the Panopticon is to be understood as an ideal model of power rather than a
description of an institution. The word Panopticon means ‘all-seeing’ and was used
by Bentham as the name of a design of building in which prisoners could be
watched by a single supervisor within a watch tower. The person inside the watch
tower could see out but the prisoners could not see into the tower, so they never
knew when they were being watched. This is a clear example of power being
exercised by surveillance and one which may be used to describe the experiences of
pupils who perceive that they are constantly being observed by their teachers

(Gallagher, 2010).

A further aspect of surveillance is that of ‘gaze’ (in its simplest form, being looked at
by others). Gaze in the context of PE is an oft-cited reason for children not wishing
to take part, especially in cases where children with low ability feel that the other
pupils within the class are looking at them. The act of performing or being required
to perform in front of their peers may leave the performer feeling ashamed and
vulnerable, and may contribute to the psycho-emotional dimensions of disability
(Reeve, 2002). The act of being expected to perform in front of peers is an
established part of PE lessons and is possibly inevitable in the teaching of skills in a

classroom setting.

Pupils are being seen by others or required to be seen by their teachers does bring

into context the work on power, knowledge and subjectivity

A further form of power is that of disciplinary power which classifies and places
individuals under continuous forms of surveillance. This power turns the subjects
into objects of power/knowledge. The most prevalent form of surveillance power
was from the top down, and this is the form most commonly talked about by school
pupils. However, power does not always operate from positions of authority with
research by Webb, McCaughtry and Macdonald (2004) showing that teachers were
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able to re-focus surveillance to ‘reduce its negative effects or to induce positive

regard, recognition and reward’ (Webb et al., 2008, p. 219).

Several commentators have insisted that the description of the Panopticon can best

be understood as:

a) one part of a much wider body of work,
b) an idealised theorisation of a program of power (Gallagher, 2010, p. 270).

Gallagher noted that this was a good description of disciplinary power and
provided a basis for how surveillance functioned or failed to function in schools. In
practice this is not so, with many schools developing a more pragmatic view of
school discipline that is ‘good enough’ for purpose. An example of this is choosing
to ignore minor breaches of discipline in favour of the smooth running of the

classrooms.

In the school situation power relationships with the teachers are very important
and have both positive and negative attributes. Clearly disciplinary power is at the
heart of the classroom, with the school and the staff being the instigators of this
power. Power relationships which exist within the classroom are fostered by the
school ethos and the individual teacher’s stance. In PE, as in other subject areas,
the individual teacher sets the tone for the pupils within the class on a continuum
from supportive to non-supportive. Pupils’ sense of self will be impacted by teacher
comments both positive and negative, by views about their own perceived abilities
and by the perceived views of their peers on their abilities and context. The positive
and negative attributes are never more clearly defined than in the situation where
the ‘good’ performer receives praise and positive feedback leading to greater
encouragement but with the perceived ‘poor’ performer receiving negative
comments from the teacher and indeed their peers with resultant disillusion
(Reeve, 2002). The style the teacher adopts is an important source of influence on
the quality of pupil motivation. Research in PE has shown that high-quality
motivation in PE is a determinant of both activity levels and engagement in class

(Aelterman et al., 2012), and may influence the degree to which the pupils adopt an
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active lifestyle post-school (Haerens, Kirk, Cardon, De Bourdeaudhuij and

Vansteenkiste, 2010) .

The children involved in my research all attended a special school, and all had
learning disabilities and the label BESD. A definition of the social model of disability
is ‘social practices and attitudes render people disabled by making it difficult or
impossible for those with physical or mental impairments to participate fully in
social and economic life’ (Heery and Noon, 2017). The implication is that social
practices should be adjusted to allow the full inclusion of disabled people in social
activities. In the classroom situation these personal experiences are very important
to the individual child. Reeve (2002) wrote about the way gaze and self-surveillance
operated on the bodies of people with impairments to leave them feeling
worthless, unattractive and stressed. A similar argument could be applied to pupils

of low-ability in PE under the constant gaze of their teachers and peers.

2.10. Pupils with SEN views of PE

In a systematic review of the research literature on the views of pupils with SEN
about PE, Coates and Vickerman (2008) list only seven empirical studies which
explored the perceptions of PE by children with SEN. They analysed these studies
and developed six key themes related to the experiences of PE by children with
SEN: experiences of PE; experience of PE teachers; discrimination by others;
feelings of self-doubt; barriers to inclusion and empowerment and consultation.
There has been little research into the perception of pupils with SEN regarding PE
compared to the amount exploring the perceptions of teachers teaching pupils with

SEN (Hodge et al., 2004; Lambe and Bones, 2006; Vickerman and Coates, 2009).

When pupils with the label SEN have been involved in research on their perceptions
of PE, they reported that they had both positive and negative days in their
experiences (Goodwin and Watkinson, 2000). The positive days occurred when the
children had participated well in the activities and had felt a sense of belonging
with their peers. Negative days occurred when the children had not participated

well in the activities or were at odds with their peers or had had their competence
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questioned (Goodwin and Watkinson, 2000). In relation to special schools,
Fitzgerald et al. (2003) reported that the children in their study enjoyed taking part

in PE and highlighted favourite activities as team sports e.g. basketball.

Research into pupils deemed by their school to have EBD by Medcalf et al. (2011)
found that PE was a distinctive part of the lives of their participants and there was
broad agreement amongst them, irrespective of lesson content or teaching style.
They reported that the research participants, often boys, commented on the
unique opportunities taking part in PE offered. These responses were complex and
highly individualized but did produce broad themes similar to those outlined by
Coates and Vickerman (2008). There was a link between the physical nature of the
subject and the boys in the research, with one boy noting that the physicality of the
PE lesson gave him not only the opportunity to exhibit some of his more negative
behaviour characteristics but also the ability to gain satisfaction by being able to

accomplish a physical task.

Coupled to this was the status attached to physical prowess of individuals. Some of
the participants recognised that being able to show off their skills helped them
moderate inappropriate behaviour. PE was a form of escape from the confines of
the classroom. Jones and Cheetham (2001) showed that participants felt that ‘time
out’ from the perceived static learning experience of the classroom would be
helpful. The aim of the Jones and Cheetham research was to give the pupils a
greater voice in exploring their perceptions of the PE programme. The research
was conducted with a group of Year 11 pupils in a school in Basingstoke,
Hampshire. 10 pupils out of a class of 21 were randomly selected. Their research
covered all aspects of PE as it was delivered in their school as part of the NCPE. The
school involved was a mainstream secondary school and none of the research
participants were stated to have SEN. The research is relevant since it highlighted

the perceptions of Year 11 pupils within NCPE, the same age group as my research.

One of the findings of the Jones and Cheetham research was that there were
elements of ‘acting up’ on the part of some participants who ‘mucked about’ on
purpose in PE. The reason cited was that PE, a subject where effort and activity

69



were rewarded, also provided the opportunity for negative behavioural tendencies
to manifest if the participants experienced challenging situations. Interestingly, and
in contrast to the PE teachers’ views of their subject, the research participants saw

PE as involving little cognitive effort (Jones and Cheetham, 2001).

Wright and Sugden (1999) cited how for all pupils, but especially those with SEN, PE
was not simply education of the physical, but also included education involving
language, cognition and socialization. Activities that are physical in nature may
encourage many positive educational and behavioural outcomes but for SEN pupils
these activities need to be carefully selected since ‘the apparent emphasis placed
upon sport and team games within the PE curriculum appears to do rather more to
exclude, than include, some pupils from learning situations in PE’ (Smith 2004, p.

51).

Previous research, according to Medcalf, Marshall, Hardman and Visser (2011, p.
190) neglected to investigate how children with BESD experience PE. When
research into PE has investigated pupils identified as SEN, it did so mostly from the
standpoint of physical disability e.g. Coates and Vickerman (2008). Medcalf et al.
(2011, p. 170) concluded that ‘this may not prove representative of the full sphere
of SEN’".

2.10.1. Experiences of PE by pupils labelled BESD

A rare research paper which studied how pupils who have the label BESD
experience NCPE (Medcalf et al., 2011) noted the differences between the
experiences of pupils with SEN and those specifically with BESD. The authors stated
that the findings were broadly ‘in line with the expectations of an interpretivist
study . .. the study showing a mixed economy of experiences that each participant

had in PE’ (Medcalf et al., 2011, p. 189).

Previous studies on PE and aspects of pupils labelled SEN had noted that these

children’s experience of PE was limited and somewhat restricted by the behaviour

70



of others. Some experiences were shown to lead to negative self-image and
emotional distress (Blinde and McCallister, 1998; Goodwin and Watkinson, 2000;
Fitzgerald et al., 2003; Fitzgerald, 2005). However, the Medcalf study did not
corroborate these findings, which is an important point. Medcalf et al. (2011) noted
that the curriculum aims and the motivation to participate were positive attributes
as was the expressed desire to be away from normal classroom-based lessons.
Pupils said PE was a time to escape from the classroom. This finding agreed with an
earlier one of Cole and Visser (1998) who found that a curriculum that concentrated
on practical, physical, and creative experiences in place of Shakespeare, a modern
foreign language and conventionally delivered humanities could often be more

effective in meeting the needs of pupils with BESD (Cole and Visser, 1998, p. 39).

The lack of research into the perceptions of PE by pupils with the label BESD means
that researchers and teachers, parents/carers etc do not have a complete picture.
It has been noted that pupils with the label BESD may also experience difficulties in
learning (Cooper, 1999) and that the label BESD is not a finite category. For many
pupils, the label BESD may be only one of their educational needs and additional
needs might affect the changing and complex nature of pupils’ experiences of PE.
The positive elements of taking part in PE have been previously discussed and the
Medcalf et al. (2011) research reiterated that there was not a linear relationship
between participation in PE and beneficial responses. Pupils with the label BESD
often have difficulty maintaining appropriate behaviours, and this affects their
education. This hierarchy of behaviour within a class also affects their peers.
Despite this, Medcalf et al. (2011) concluded that PE should be a key aspect of the
educational provision for pupils with the label BESD. Medcalf et al. (2011) reported
that the boys in the study appreciated the feeling of space and freedom which, they
felt, was not available elsewhere in the curriculum. There was some discrepancy
between what the boys saw as the aims of the PE curriculum and those of the
NCPE, with the NCPE recommending a formalised programme of study whilst the
boys desired more informal situations. Pupils believed that PE did contain valuable

experiences, some of which could not be obtained elsewhere in the school.
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The study by Medcalf et al. (2011) focussed on a small collection of six case studies
of individual pupils and so cannot be used to provide generalisations of the findings
across the population of pupils with the label BESD within schools. Medcalf et al.
(2011) acknowledged the highly-contextualised nature of the research responses
and some of the common difficulties that faced the research pupils, but stated that
their findings had highlighted a significant gap in the understanding of how such
pupils experience PE. They commented on the need to continue to work alongside
pupils with the label BESD and to find ways to further understand the nature of ‘the
perceived relationships between their challenging behaviours, and their

educational and sporting experiences’ (Medcalf et al., 2011, p. 203).

There has been little research on the experiences of PE by pupils labelled BESD who
attend a special school. Finding out about the lived experiences of these pupils is
best achieved by developing ways to explore their experiences though theorising
the socio-cultural foundations of their perceptions in PE by using inventive and

participatory methods (Medcalf et al., 2011).

This current research aims to make a contribution to the knowledge of the
experiences and perceptions of PE by exploring the perceptions of pupils attending

a special school, with the label BESD.

2.10.2. Teachers, SEN and PE

The NCPE (2000), required that teachers design and deliver a PE curriculum taking
into account the issue of equal opportunities. Vickerman, Hayes, and Whetherly
(2003) stated that these principles would provide: entitlement (to access learning
and assessment in the PE curriculum), accessibility (placing responsibility on the
teacher to provide lessons to suit the needs of the pupils), integration (educating
SEN alongside other children and catering for the needs of all) and integrity (a

commitment to the goals of mainstreaming) (Vickerman et al., 2003).
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In a literature review which highlighted inclusion in PE, it was found that some PE
teachers expected children with SEN to adapt to the existing programme rather
than the alternative of teachers adapting the programme. Hodge et al. (2004)
found such a situation with children with SEN having to try to participate in a lesson
aimed at their peers rather than having full inclusion. Indeed, some children
reported that PE teachers seemed to lack appropriate training and experience of
teaching SEN children (Morley et al., 2005). Studies examining the training of PE
teachers have highlighted that teachers often feel unprepared to teach children

with SEN (Vickerman, 2002: Hodge et al., 2004; Morley et al., 2005).

A study by Vickerman (2007) examined the perspectives of teacher education
providers and proposed suggested methods of training teachers for the inclusion of
pupils with disabilities. Qi and Ha (2012) reviewed 75 studies from 1990 to 2009
from a variety of countries, with 76% coming from United States and United
Kingdom. They found that some of the studies indicated that several pupil-related
and teacher-related variables influenced the attitude of PE teachers towards
teaching pupils with mild disabilities, in contrast to those with severe disabilities
(Block and Rizzo, 2000). The type of disability influenced the attitudes of teachers.
Teachers held more favourable attitudes towards teaching pupils with learning
difficulties than teaching those with emotional and behavioural difficulties
(Obrusnikova, 2008). Research on teacher attitudes towards pupils with disabilities
continues to grow but ‘more qualitative research is needed to examine teachers’
perceptions and their influencing factors relevant to effective inclusive practices’

(Qi and Ha, 2012).

There has been a concern to identify factors contributing to positive teacher
attitudes towards including pupils with disabilities. These potentially facilitating
factors according to Qi and Ha (2012) are professional preparation, perceived
competence, previous teaching experiences and available support within the
school. Vickerman (2007) found that teacher educators support inclusive PE,
although there was inconsistency in the amount of time spent addressing this issue

and the nature of the curriculum content. Qi and Ha (2012) concluded their study
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by pointing out that, whilst much research they reviewed had focused on attitudes
and perceptions of the teachers towards inclusion ‘future studies are still needed to
identify the factors contributing to the development of positive attitudes towards

inclusive PE in in-service and preservice teachers’ (Qi and Ha, 2012, p. 275).

Despite research into teacher perceptions and attitudes and the lessons which have
been learned, it cannot be denied that for some pupils with SEN and disabilities, PE

lessons remain a cause for anxiety (Goodwin and Watkinson, 2000).

There is limited research on the perceptions and attitudes of special school PE
teachers, but it is possible to gain some insight from reports of initial teacher
training given to special school PE teachers. In a very small study (six respondents)
Maher and Fitzgerald (2018) conducted semi-structured interviews within six
special schools in Yorkshire. They found that in initial training there was little
specific training for work in a special school and what training there was in such
areas as behaviour management or SEN was generic and non-specific. The
respondents felt that they were ill-prepared for special school PE and needed to be

exposed to the ‘realities of working in special schools’ (Maher and Fitzgerald, 2018,

p.9).

When asked about Continued Professional Development (CPD), the respondents
noted a general lack of PE-specific opportunities and said that the training that was
available was usually reactive and needs-based. It was felt that CPD was mostly
informal, through conversations with staff within and across other special schools.
When asked what CPD they would be interested in taking part in, one of the
respondents talked about the need for the school to provide pupils with access to a
wider range of sporting activities. This would be achieved by providing within the
curriculum the building blocks of fine and gross motor skills, balance and co-
ordination. One respondent stated that she had no idea how to teach pupils with
autism and to make PE effective and relevant to them, since her training had not
covered this topic (Maher and Fitzgerald, 2018). This very limited study provides
some insight into the world of the PE teacher in the special school and may act as a
springboard for future research in this area.
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My research adds to the knowledge base, not only about the PE experiences of
pupils who attend a special school but also by increasing understanding of the
perceptions and experiences of pupils within a specific group, those pupils with the

label BESD.

Summary

This chapter began with an examination of some of the claims made about the
potential benefits that might be obtained through taking part in PE in school. The
claims varied which was to be expected given the highly individualised nature of PE
in schools, the differences in facilities, staff expertise and experience, and the
differences which occur across the differing sectors of education. The majority of
the claims for PE are positive and it would appear from the arguments that the
inclusion of PE in schools might form the basis of curing the ills of the nation. There
is, however, a powerful counter-argument that, far from being a source for good,
PE for some pupils is a source of alienation with practices that pupils perceive as
not holding meaning. Teaching styles and use of power teacher/pupil relationships

also play their part in pupils’ negative experiences of PE.

The second part of the chapter moves away from generic research on PE and
examines the potential benefits of taking part in PE for pupils with SEN. It is noted
that much of the literature concerning pupils with SEN in PE was conducted with
pupils with physical difficulties exploring their inclusion into mainstream PE lessons.
The literature notes that these pupils report generally similar experiences to their
non-disabled mainstream peers. Notable exceptions include pupils’ perceptions
about their ability and how this affects their perceptions of PE. Within research
about pupils with SEN, pupils reported that their experiences were somewhat
restricted by the behaviour of others and this led to negative self-image. The
research of Medcalf et al. (2011) demonstrated that there was a significant gap in
the understanding of how pupils with the label BESD experience PE. They
recommended that more research was needed to address ‘the perceived
relationships between their challenging behaviours, and their educational and
sporting experiences’ (Medcalf et al., 2011, p. 203).
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This research aims to build on the work already achieved in this field and address an
area that is under researched in order to provide further knowledge about the PE

experiences of pupils with the label BESD attending a special school.
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Chapter 3. Pupil Voice.

3.1. Introduction

A discussion of pupil voice sits uncomfortably as part of a literature review since it
is often considered to be a research method but, in this research, it is an essential

feature of the research and as such needs to be thoroughly examined.

3.2. Development of pupil voice

There have been a growing number of authors who have affirmed the need for
research with children to include the children’s input and for research not merely

be conducted on the children (Fielding and Bragg, 2003; Leitch and Mitchell, 2007).

Pupil voice in its widest sense can be defined as ‘every way in which pupils are
allowed or encouraged to voice their views and preferences’ (Cheminais, 2008, p.

6).

Use of pupil voice has been at the forefront of the development of participatory
research methods with school pupils and has the potential to be used in research

with pupils labelled BESD and within their PE lessons.

Pupil voice has developed out of a growing number of legislation and guidelines
which have been important in the development of the concept of voice within pupil
populations. The first of these documents, and possibly the most frequently cited, is
the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child [UNCRC] (UN, 1989). It is
within this document that articles 12 and 13 refer to the value of listening to and
respecting the rights of the child. Article 12 states that the children must have the
right to express their views freely on all matters affecting them (United Nations,

1989).

The UNCRGC, ratified by the UK government in 1991, enshrines an important number
of rights for the child (Alderson, 2008). Article 13 concerns the rights of the child to
have freedom of expression regardless of barriers and through any medium of the

child’s choice. Arising from this document, there has been guidance from the UK
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Government (DfES, 2001) together with advice from such bodies as the Specialist
Schools and Academies Trust and National College of School Leaders encouraging

schools to consult with pupils.

In the forward to the Department for Children, Schools and Families (DCSF) (2008)
Working Together: Listening to the Voices of Children and Young Children, the then

minister stated that giving:

children and young people a say in decisions that affect them can improve
engagement in learning, help develop a more inclusive school environment
and improve behaviour and attendance. Through effective pupil
participation, schools give young people the opportunity to develop critical
thinking, advocacy and influencing skills, helping every child to fulfil their
potential (p 1).

The UNCRC (United Nations, 1989) is cited by many as being the cornerstone of the
idea that children should partici