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The COMPLEX LEARNING DIFFICULTIES AND DISABILITIES Research Project: 
Developing meaningful pathways to personalised learning 

 
REPORT OVERVIEW 

 

The Specialist Schools and Academies Trust (SSAT) was commissioned by the Department 

for Education (DfE) to research ways to improve outcomes for children and young people 

with the most complex educational needs and disabilities through the development of 

evidence-based teaching and learning strategies. The research results of the project will be 

shared with schools and the wider education network. 

 

Children and young people with complex learning difficulties and disabilities (CLDD) include 

those with co-existing conditions (e.g. autism and attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder 

(ADHD)) or profound and multiple learning disabilities. However, they also include children 

who have newly begun to populate our schools ς among them those who have difficulties 

arising from premature birth, have survived infancy due to advanced medical interventions, 

have disabilities arising from parental substance and alcohol abuse, and/or have rare 

chromosomal disorders. Many may also be affected by compounding factors such as 

multisensory impairment or mental ill-health, or require invasive procedures, such as 

supported nutrition, assisted ventilation and rescue medication. While the concept of CLDD 

is widely recognised, an official definition has yet to be adopted. The project definition of 

complex learning difficulties and disabilities is being considered by the DfE. 

 

Children and young people with CLDD are a distinctive group of learners requiring educators 

to make personalised professional responses to their profile of learning need. We have to 

equip teaching professionals to offer high quality education to these young people to 

prevent their disenfranchisement from the school system. We need to remodel our 

pedagogy and generate teaching strategies which will embrace them as learners. The 

debate around personalised learning, fuelled by the SSAT (www.ssatrust.org.uk), informs 

this.  

 

The programme of research brought together a multidisciplinary team of researchers and 

advisors with specialisms across education, health, psychology, therapies and neuroscience. 

In Phase 1 of the project, the research team worked together with 12 special schools and 

staff, 60 children/young people, and their families, to develop educational resources to 

enable practitioners to formulate an effective teaching and learning package for the children 

and young people with complex needs in their classrooms. The project built on and 

synthesised existing national and international expertise in the field, as well as drawing 

upon practitioner experience to develop and trial modified and new approaches for these 

young people. Between September and December 2010, the resources were trialled in 50 

further special schools in the UK and 15 internationally. In the third phase of the project, 

http://www.ssatrust.org.uk/
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between January and March 2011, the resources were trialled in 12 mainstream schools ς 

six primary and six secondary ς and two early years settings.  

 

The outcome of the project is the CLDD Engagement for Learning Resource Framework to 
support educators of children and young people with CLDD. The key components are 
available to download online at http://complexld.ssatrust.org.uk. They include: 
 

 CLDD Briefing Packs: a series of information sheets on conditions which commonly co-

exist within the profile of CLDD; these give information on effective educational 

strategies associated with particular disabilities 

 The Engagement Profile and Scale: an observation and assessment resource focusing on 

student engagement for learning 

 The Inquiry Framework for Learning: a flexible educational practice framework, 

promoting multidisciplinary involvement  

 Training materials and opportunities. 

 

The project methodology was approved by the SERC at the University of Northampton, and 

quality assured by David Braybrook, an experienced practitioner in sensory 

impairment/speech, language and communication difficulties, and a member of SENDIST 

and tribunals for other allied professions, who repƻǊǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΩǎ {ǘŜŜǊƛƴƎ .ƻŀǊŘΦ 
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CLDD RESEARCH PROJECT RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

 

1. Evidence from this research has defined the population of children with Complex Learning 
Difficulties and Disabilities. We recommend that Local Authorities adopt the national 
definition of Complex Learning Difficulties and Disabilities in developing provision and 
reporting trends to National Government.  

 

2. Schools involved in this research project have demonstrated great commitment, insight and 
endeavour. The wider community of schools will now need to be informed. Systematic, 
critical reflection in schools will enable this. We recommend that the Specialist Schools and 
!ŎŀŘŜƳƛŜǎ ¢ǊǳǎǘΩǎ /ƻƳǇƭŜȄ bŜŜŘǎ ōƻƻƪƭŜǘǎ ŀǊŜ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ŀƛŘ ŀƴŘ ǎǘƛƳǳƭŀǘŜ ŘŜōŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ 
discussion.  

 

3. Children with Complex Learning Difficulties and Disabilities are presenting profiles of 
learning need not previously experienced by schools. We recommend that headteachers 
and SENCOs access the free CLDD Briefing Packs, available through the Specialist Schools 
and Academies Trust, and disseminate them widely across all of their staff team.  

 

4. Educators involved in this project have embraced new pedagogy designed around the tenet 
of engagement. We recommend schools consider the introduction of the Specialist Schools 
ŀƴŘ !ŎŀŘŜƳƛŜǎ ¢ǊǳǎǘΩǎ 9ƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ tǊƻŦƛƭŜ ŀƴŘ {ŎŀƭŜ ǘƻ ŀƛŘ ŀƴŘ ŜƴǊƛŎƘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ŜƴƎagement 
in learning.  

 

5. Complex Learning Difficulties and Disabilities will continue to be a growing phenomenon in 
all schools. A culture of inquiry will help to meet the learning challenges displayed by these 
pupils. We recommend that schools use the Speciŀƭƛǎǘ {ŎƘƻƻƭǎ ŀƴŘ !ŎŀŘŜƳƛŜǎ ¢ǊǳǎǘΩǎ LƴǉǳƛǊȅ 
Framework for Learning.  

 

6. ¢Ƙƛǎ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΩǎ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ōŀǎŜ ŀƴŘ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎ ǿŀǎ ƎǊŜŀǘƭȅ ŜƴǊƛŎƘŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŎƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ 
internationally with other schools, universities and experts. We recommend that the 
International Network for Educational Transformation (iNet), in conjunction with 
Department for Education, considers frameworks for enabling this initiative to be sustained.  

 

7. Mental health is the most pervasive and co-occurring need to compound and complicate 
ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǎpecial educational needs and disabilities. In recognition of this, the project has 
developed supporting information for schools. We recommend that schools consider 
ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ŀ Ψ²ŜƭƭōŜƛƴƎ ¢ŜŀƳΩ ǘƻ ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǿŜƭƭōŜƛƴƎ ƛƴ ŀƭƭ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳƴƎ 
people and build emotional resilience in those with Complex Learning Difficulties and 
Disabilities.  

 
8. In line with the recommendations of the Salt Review and the Lamb Inquiry for better 

training for teachers of children with SEND, the findings of this project also support this, and 
illustrate the urgent need in relation to a new generation of children. We recommend that 
the new modules of training in special educational needs and disabilities, and specifically 
Complex Learning Difficulties and Disabilities, commissioned by the Training and 
Development Agency for Schools are systematically introduced across schools.  
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9. The diversity of need profiled in Complex Learning Difficulties and Disabilities should be 
reflected in the diversity of the workforce in schools which support children and young 
people with Complex Learning Difficulties and Disabilities. We recommend a re-designation 
of Teaching Assistant posts and others to build an appropriate wider workforce.  

 

10. The contribution of Teaching Assistants at all levels is crucial in supporting children and 
young people with Complex Learning Difficulties and Disabilities. We recommend that 
detailed consideration be given to the training needs of Teaching Assistants working in the 
area of Complex Learning Difficulties and Disabilities.  

 

11. Collaborative approaches are key to unlocking the innate abilities of children and young 
people with Complex Learning Difficulties and Disabilities. We recommend that 
transdisciplinary practice is encouraged wherever possible through joint initiation between 
the Department for Education and the Department of Health. 

 

12. Young people with Complex Learning Difficulties and Disabilities are experiencing 
considerable challenges in the process of preparing for adulthood. We recommend that 
specific research be undertaken to identify more accurately their needs in the transition 
process.  

 

13. Families of children with Complex Learning Difficulties and Disabilities are charting new care 
practices, therapeutic interventions and education pathways. We recommend that, in a 
spirit of equal partnership, professionals learn from these families, and apply their 
knowledge and insight to personalise programmes.  

 

14. England has, through this Department for Education commissioned research project, 
defined and outlined the group of learners with Complex Learning Difficulties and 
Disabilities. This bedrock of research, professional practice and student focused information 
needs to be nurtured, disseminated and built upon. We recommend that the Government 
considers the most effective ways of doing this.  

 

Information and materials related to the project are available online from the Specialist Schools 

ŀƴŘ !ŎŀŘŜƳƛŜǎ ¢ǊǳǎǘΩǎ /ƻƳǇƭŜȄ [ŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ 5ƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ 5ƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ tǊƻƧŜŎǘ ǿŜōǎƛǘŜΥ 

http://complexld.ssatrust.org.uk.  
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COMPLEX LEARNING DIFFICULTIES AND DISABILITIES: THE CONTEXT 

 
Barry Carpenter, Academic Director (Special Educational Needs) and National Director of the 
CLDD Research Project, Specialist Schools and Academies Trust 
 
 
Children and young people with complex learning difficulties and disabilities (CLDD) have 
been described as a 21st century frontier for education.1 They are challenging our schools 
and most skilled educators; they do not fit our current range of learning environments, 
curriculum models or teaching and learning approaches.2 Porter and Ashdown3 describe 
them as: 
 

Χŀ ǿƛŘŜ ŀƴŘ ǾŀǊƛŜŘ ƎǊƻǳǇ ƻŦ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎΧ ώƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎϐ ǇǳǇƛƭǎ ǿƘƻ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜ ŀ 
differentiated curriculum or teaching at a slower pace but who, at times, require 
further adaptations to teaching if they are to make progress. 

 
Current issues 
¢ƘŜ DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ нлмл ŦƛƎǳǊŜǎ ǎƘƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƴŜŜŘǎ ƛƴ 
England increased from around 1.53 million (19% of students) in 2006 to approximately 1.69 
million (21% of students) in 2010.4 Children with most severe needs represent about 3% of 
students in England.5  
 
The population of students with CLDD in our schools is increasing. The numbers of children 
with severe and complex needs in one local authority more than doubled between 1981 and 
2001.6 Between 2004 and 2009, the total number of children with severe learning 
disabilities (SLD) increased by 5.1%, and the total number of those with Profound and 
multiple learning disabilities (PMLD) rose by an average of 29.7%.7 Emerson8 estimates that 
the prevalence of PMLD in the older child/young adult age range is increasing by 4ς5% 
annually. In 2005, McClusky and McNamara reported that Government figures indicated 
ǘƘŀǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ тллΣллл ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ƛƴ DǊŜŀǘ .ǊƛǘŀƛƴΣ ΨǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ мллΣллл ǎŜǾŜǊŜƭȅ 
disabled children in the UK and their numbers are known to be rising as a result of medical 

                                                           
1
 Thomas, D. (2010) Personal communication. 

2
 Department for Education (2011) Support and Aspiration: A new approach to special educational needs and 

disability ς a consultation. Norwich: The Stationery Office. 
3 Porter, J. and Ashdown, R. (2002) Pupils with Complex Needs: Promoting learning through visual methods and 

materials. Tamworth: NASEN. 
4
 Department for Education (2010) Children with Special Educational Needs: An analysis. London: DfE 

Publications. 
5
 Hartley, R. (2010) Teacher Expertise for Special Educational Needs: Filling in the gaps (Research note: July). 

London: Policy Exchange. 
6
 Emerson, E. and Hatton, C. (2004) Estimating the Current Need/Demand for Supports for People with Learning 

Disabilities in England. Lancaster: Institute for Health Research, Lancaster University. 
7
 National Statistics (2004) Special Educational Needs in England, January 2004. London: Department for 

Education and Skills; National Statistics (2009) Special Educational Needs in England, January 2009. London: 
Department for Children, Schools and Families. 
8
 Emerson, E. (2009) Estimating the Future Number of Adults with Profound and Multiple Learning Disabilities 

in England. Lancaster: CeDR, Lancaster University. 
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ŀŘǾŀƴŎŜǎΩΦ9 Wolke10 attributes some of this rise to an increase in the survival rates of 
extremely and very preterm babies. In the USA, 80% of at babies born at 26 weeks (i.e. 
ΨŜȄǘǊŜƳŜƭȅ ǇǊŜǘŜǊƳΩύ ǎǳǊǾƛǾŜΣ ŀƴŘ фс҈ ƻŦ ǘƘƻǎŜ ōƻǊƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ну ŀƴŘ ом ǿŜŜƪǎ όƛΦŜΦ ΨǾŜǊȅ 
ǇǊŜǘŜǊƳΩύΦ11  
 
This increase in children with CLDD is beginning to impact in schools. One headteacher 
writes: 
 

Three years ago, we had up to seven children with gastrostomies ς we now have 16. 
Just recently, we have enrolled two students with tracheostomies who need full time 
medical support.12 

 
Blackburn et al. report a further rise, stating that today there are 950,000 families in the UK 
with a disabled child,13 and suggest that this may be an underestimate of 250,000. They 
ŀǘǘǊƛōǳǘŜ ƛǘ ƛƴ ǇŀǊǘ ǘƻ ΨƛƴǘŜǊƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǇƻǾŜǊǘȅ ŀƴŘ ƳƻŘŜǊƴ ƳŜŘƛŎŀƭ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎΩΦ14 A recent 
study by Emerson has also emphasised the link between poverty and disability, stating: 
 

When controlling for the effects of ethnicity and area-level deprivation, the 
prevalence of all major forms of intellectual and developmental disability is greater 
among children in families of lower socio-economic position.15 

 
!ǎ ƻƴŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƻǊ ƻŦ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘΥ Ψ¢ƘŜ ŘƛǾŜǊǎŜ ǊŀƴƎŜ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΧƛǎ ŎŀǳǎƛƴƎ ǳǎ ǘƻ 
ǊŜǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ ƻǳǊ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΦΩ 
 
Who are the children with CLDD? 
Students with CLDD have two or more conditions which overlap or interlock. Their diverse 
disabilities may include previously rare causal bases; for example, rare chromosomal 
disorders, assisted conception, maternal drug or alcohol abuse during pregnancy. The latter 
gives rise to fetal alcohol spectrum disorders (FASDs) which are the largest, non-genetic 
cause of learning difficulties.16  Many may also be affected by compounding factors such as 

                                                           
9
 aŎ/ƭǳǎƪŜȅΣ WΦ ŀƴŘ aŎbŀƳŀǊŀΣ DΦ όнллрύ Ψ/ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ƛƴ ƴŜŜŘΩΦ LƴΥ /Φ IƻǊǘƻƴ όŜŘΦύ Working with Children 2006ς

2007: Facts, figures and information. London: Sage Publications. 
10

 ²ƻƭƪŜΣ 5Φ όнлммύ ΨtǊŜǘŜǊƳ ŀƴŘ ƭƻǿ ōƛǊǘƘ ǿŜƛƎƘǘ ōŀōƛŜǎΩΦ LƴΥ IƻǿƭƛƴΣ tΦΣ /ƘŀǊƳŀƴΣ ¢Φ ŀƴŘ DƘŀȊƛǳŘŘƛƴΣ aΦ όŜŘǎύ 
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11
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of Dimes Perinatal Data Center, 2008. [cf. http://www.marchofdimes.com/baby/premature_indepth.html]  
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 Fergusson, A. and Carpenter, B. (2010) Professional Learning and Building a Wider Workforce (Complex 
needs series). London: SSAT. 
13

 .ƭŀŎƪōǳǊƴΣ /ΦΣ {ǇŜƴŎŜǊΣ bΦWΦ ŀƴŘ wŜŀŘΣ WΦaΦ όнлмлύ ΨtǊŜǾŀƭŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘƘƻƻŘ Řƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎǎ 
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Pediatrics, 10, 21. 
14

 wŀƳŜǎƘΣ wΦ όнлмлύ Ψ{ǘǳŘȅ ǎƘƻǿǎ ƭƛƴƪǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǇƻǾŜǊǘȅ ŀƴŘ Řƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀǊŜ ƳƻǊŜ ǇǊƻƴƻǳƴŎŜŘΩΣ Guardian, 20 
April, 6. 
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multisensory impairment or mental ill-health, or require invasive procedures, such as 
supported nutrition, assisted ventilation, and rescue medication.  A headteacher17 noted: 
 

ΧǿŜ ŀǊŜ ǎŜŜƛƴƎ ŀ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǊ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ƛƴ ǇǳǇƛƭǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǇǊƻŦƻǳƴŘ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘƛŜǎΣ ǎƻƳŜ ǿƛǘƘ 
complex needs, many with ASD, some with genetic conditions and some as the result 
of acute infections and diseases (e.g. cytomegalovirus, leukaemia and meningitis). 

 
The numbers of children with reduced life expectancy or needing palliative care are also 
rising. This is partly due to infants surviving extreme low birth weight or prematurity,18 but 
also to improved medical expertise.19 Clearly there are challenges both lifelong and 
educational for the families of children with CLDD. These families are charting new 
educational practices, therapeutic interventions, and care pathways, that professionals have 
not experienced before. (For a fuller discussion see the section on Families, p. 158.) 
 
The implications for education 
Children with CLDD are an infinitely diverse group, but what they have in common is 
ΨǇŜŘŀƎƻƎƛŎŀƭ ǾǳƭƴŜǊŀōƛƭƛǘȅΩΣ20 manifesting in complex learning patterns, extreme behaviour 
and a range of socio-medical needs.  As a teaching profession, we have not yet resolved how 
to meet their profiles of learning need through our teaching styles or curriculum 
frameworks. Without transformative education, they will become disenfranchised and ill-
equipped to enjoy active citizenship in a 21st century society. However, research and 
practice have shown that where a child experiences educational success, their self-esteem is 
raised, enabling them to develop a level of emotional resilience21 22 which, in turn, raises 
their opportunities in life.  
 
We are working with children in that spectrum of learning difficulty/disability associated 
with unique learning profiles, often linked to the nature of their disorder (e.g. FASD, Fragile 
X Syndrome, ASD), who require specific and specialised teaching approaches. Even where 
outstanding teaching of children with mild, moderate, severe or profound learning 
disabilities exists, there is an ever-increasing group of children with CLDD who do not fit the 
current range of learning environments, curriculum models, or teaching and learning 
approaches, and who are challenging educators. There are questions which arise from these 
challenges. 
 
  

                                                           
17

 Cartwright, C. όнлмлύ ΨwŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ ¢Ƙƛƴƪ tƛŜŎŜ нΩΦ ώhƴƭƛƴŜ ŀǘΥ 
http://blog.ssatrust.org.uk/thinkpiece/?p=16#comments; accessed: 25.5.10] 
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 Marlow, N., Wolke, D., BracewellΣ aΦ ŀƴŘ {ŀƳŀǊŀΣ aΦ όнллрύ ΨbŜǳǊƻƭƻƎƛŎ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘŀƭ Řƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀǘ с 
years of age following extremely pre-ǘŜǊƳ ōƛǊǘƘΩΣ New England Journal of Medicine, 352 (1), 9ς19. 
19

 Blackburn, C.M., Spencer, N.J. and Read, J.M. (2010) ΨtǊŜǾŀƭŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘƘƻƻŘ Řƛǎŀōility and the 
ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƛǊŎǳƳǎǘŀƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ¦YΩΣ BMC Pediatrics, 10, 21. 
20

 /ŀǊǇŜƴǘŜǊΣ .Φ όнлмлύ Ψ5ƛǎŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜŘΣ ŘŜǇǊƛǾŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘΩΣ Special Children, 193, 42ς45. 
21 DƛƭƭƛƎŀƴΣ wΦ όмфффύ Ψ9ƴƘŀƴŎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎƛƭƛŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜn and young people in public care by mentoring their 

ǘŀƭŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎΩΣ Child & Family Social Work, 4, 187ς196. 
22 Scottish Executive Education Department (SEED) (2002) Transitions in the Lives of Children and Young 

People: Resilience Factors (Interchange 78). Edinburgh: SEED. [Online at: 
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Resource/Doc/46997/0024005.pdf; accessed: 28.1.10] 
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Coexisting conditions 
Where two (or more) conditions do co-exist in one child, the styles of teaching intervention 
ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŜŘ ǘƻ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǘƘŜ ǇǳǇƛƭΩǎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ Ƴŀȅ ƴƻǘ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ōŜ ǘƻǘŀƭƭȅ ŎƻƳǇŀǘƛōƭŜΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ 
may be a powerful literature base and clear guidance on how to educate a child with one 
particular disability, but how does that look when conditions co-exist? For example, children 
ǿƘƻ ƘŀǾŜ 5ƻǿƴΩǎ ǎȅƴŘǊƻƳŜ ŀƴŘ ƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ƴŜŜŘǎΤ bƻƻƴŀƴΩǎ ǎȅƴŘǊƻƳŜ ŀƴŘ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ 
disability; visual impairment (VI) and autism. In VI and autism, for example, despite there 
being much information available on each individual condition, the recommended teaching 
styles can be contradictory.23 What should be the pedagogical resolutions? Where is the 
interface?  Are there tensions? Which aspects of which approach take precedence? What 
are the criteria to inform our professional judgements in resolving such issues? 
 
Premature birth 
The EPICure UK study24 reports that 80% of children born at less than 26 weeks gestation 
survive, and that over 50% of these have severe and complex disabilities. Many have 
neurological compromise and complex health needs, requiring supported nutrition, assisted 
ventilation, rescue medication for complex epilepsy, etc.25 The need for intensive, very early 
intervention with these children is crucial.26 Champion27 details the brain development of 
these very-low-birth-weight, preterm infants and the neurological compromise they face. 
However, the sensory approaches many educators have previously found effective for 
delivering a relevant curriculum to children with Profound and Multiple Learning Disabilities 
Ƴŀȅ ƴƻǘ ŜƴƎŀƎŜ ǘƘŜƳΦ /ƘŀƳǇƛƻƴΩǎ ƻƴƎƻƛƴƎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƛƴ bŜǿ ½ŜŀƭŀƴŘ Ƙŀǎ ǎƘƻǿƴ ǘƘŀǘ 
sensory pathways may not only be damaged, but also incomplete and compromised. What 
are the alternatives? 
 
Fetal alcohol spectrum disorder  
Children with fetal alcohol spectrum disorder (FASD) are newly acknowledged in the UK as a 
group of learners needing specialised intervention.28 They may account for as many as one 
in 100 children,29 ranging across the learning disability spectrum from mild to profound. 
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and Autism: Identifying and sharing practice (A resource pack). London: RNIB. 
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bŜǳǊƻǎŎƛŜƴŎŜ ǎƘƻǿǎ ǘƘŀǘΣ ǿƛǘƘ C!{5Σ ǘƘŜ ōǊŀƛƴΩǎ ǇŀǊƛŜǘŀƭ ƭƻōŜ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘƭȅ ǊŜŘǳŎŜŘΦ30 
This area controls numeracy and mathematical computation. However skilled a teacher may 
be in differentiating the maths curriculum, if that part of the brain is compromised just how 
do we teach maths to this child? 
 
Chromosome disorders 
One in every 200 babies is born with a rare chromosome disorder,31 a number which is set 
to increase due to the development of more sophisticated detection technology. Some 
conditions diagnosed are so rare they could be one of only a handful of children in this 
country, maybe even worldwide. Teaching approaches for these children are largely 
unknown and not widely communicated or understood by the teaching profession. Parents 
and professionals will need access to comprehensible information about genetics in general, 
and specific disorders in particular, if we are to improve the life chances of children with 
chromosomal disorders.32 33 
 
Mental health needs 
There is a need for educators to have a deeper understanding of mental health needs, and 
how to embed emotional wellbeing for their students.34 Adolescence compounds difficulties 
as mental health needs emerge ς young people with learning disabilities are six times more 
likely to have a mental health problem than other children in the UK. Streissguth, in the 
USA,35 has shown that the emotional wellbeing of children with FASD is particularly fragile, 
and leads to high rates of suicide in the teenage years/early adulthood. In Canada, this has 
led to the creation of specific curricula designed to address the unique learning needs of 
children with FASD. Similarly Schwarz states that young people with ASD are showing higher 
levels of depression and anxiety than their typically developing peers.36 For deeper 
discussion of this issue, refer to articles by Carpenter,37 38 Mukerjee, Hollins and Turk,39 and 
Blackburn, Carpenter and Egerton.40  
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Inconsistent learning profiles 
It has become clear that there are children with new generation needs, who also present 
with complex and inconsistent learning profiles. These children are characterised by erratic, 
at times polarised, islets of attainment in different developmental areas of learning. For 
example, they might be working at national curriculum level 4ς5 for literacy, yet at P6 for 
numeracy; or at level 3 for science, but at P5ς6 for PSHE. Planning to meet such diverse 
needs within one child is a significant challenge to any educator, however skilled, 
experienced or talented. Even where a child has a positive and strong area of learning, the 
lack of interfacing support from other developmental domains (e.g. emotional) may make 
engaging them in a continuous learning dialogue difficult to achieve. 
 
The challenge of CLDD 
 Many students with CLDD are disengaged from learning, whether actively or passively. 
Their often variable profile of need and attainment can easily result in a fragmented 
curriculum which lacks cohesion, congruence and continuity. Delivery of the curriculum to 
the child with CLDD needs to be sharp, focused, meaningful and purposeful, as well as 
balanced. The child has to see relevance and to find themselves truly engaged in a dynamic 
and coherent process of learning that makes sense to them.  
 
To educate these 21st century children meaningfully, effectively and purposefully, any 
pedagogy needs to be within the framework of practice that currently exists in schools. The 
ƭŀȅŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǇŜŘŀƎƻƎȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƭŀǎǎǊƻƻƳ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ōŜŎƻƳŜΥ ΨŦƻǊ ŀƭƭΩΤ ΨŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭΩΤ ΨƴŜǿΣ 
ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭƛǎŜŘΩΦ ¢ƘŜ ǘƘǊŜŜ ŎƻƳǇƻƴŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ ƴŜǿ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǇŜŘŀƎƻƎȅ ŀǊŜΥ 
 

 Curriculum calibration 

 Pedagogical reconciliation 

 New and innovative teaching strategies. 
 
Curriculum calibration 
Lƴ ŎǳǊǊƛŎǳƭǳƳ ŎŀƭƛōǊŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǇǊƻŦƛƭŜ ƻŦ ƴŜŜŘ ƛǎ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǊŜǾƛŜǿŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴǎ 
of engagement profiled. A personalised curriculum experience is sought to match each 
strand of their learning need. We should not underestimate the magnitude of this challenge, 
which demands a significant shift in thinking and a more inquiry-based style of teaching 
rather than the curriculum driven styles of the last two decades. 
 
What is clear, particularly in relation to the group of learners we describe as having CLDD, is 
ǘƘŀǘ ΨǿŜ Ƴǳǎǘ ǎŜŜƪ ǘƻ ōǳƛƭŘ ŀƴ ƛƴŎƭǳǎƛǾŜ ŎǳǊǊƛŎǳƭǳƳΦΦΦŀǊƻǳƴŘ ŀŘŀǇǘŀǘƛƻƴΣ ƳƻŘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ 
ŘŜǎƛƎƴΦΦΦǘƘŀǘ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴǘ ǘƻ ŀƭƭ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎΩΦ41  
 
Pedagogical reconciliation 
This may require ΨǇŜŘŀƎƻƎƛŎŀƭ ǊŜ-ŜƴƎƛƴŜŜǊƛƴƎΩΥ ŀŘŀǇǘƛƴƎ ƻǊ ŀŘƧǳǎǘƛƴƎ ŀƴ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ŦǊƻƳ ƻǳǊ 
existing teaching repertoire. In this process, we carefully analyse the structure and 
components of other successful pedagogies in the field of special educational needs,42 and 
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match them to a new generation of children with CLDD. This is a process of analysis, 
deduction and refinement, reconciling those pedagogies to the unique profile of the learner 
with CLDD. 
 
There is a compelling argument for strengthening the interface between neuroscience and 
education.43 44 Neuroscientific insights can greatly illuminate the process of pedagogical 
reconciliation.45 Rona Tutt,46 National Association of Head Teachers, writes:  
 

Even with disorders that have a neurological basis, it is important to realise that the 
ōǊŀƛƴΩǎ ǇƭŀǎǘƛŎƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀōƭŜ ǊŜǎƛƭƛŜƴŎŜ ƳŜŀƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ǘƘŜ 
potential to improve. 
 

The challenge for educators is how to translate this information into classroom practices, in 
which we seek, through practitioner-led, evidence-based approaches, new and innovative 
approaches to teaching that generate personalised curriculum pathways,47 and meet the 
learning need of the student with CLDD.  
 
For example: 
 

 Recent research from Canada and Ireland48 suggests that ADHD is a neurological 
disorder evidenced by a smaller frontal cerebellum. This, in turn, could raise the 
attainment of these vulnerable children as our teaching becomes better matched to 
their learning styles.  

 

 While we know much about educating children with ASD (e.g. that they are 
predominantly visual learners), there are lessons emerging from neuroscience49 50 that 
demand detailed consideration.  

 

 Fragile X syndrome is now the most commonly inherited genetic cause of learning 
disability in the UK, USA and many European countries. Here, again, there are teaching 
approaches which are not widely communicated or understood by the teaching 
profession.51  Research insights, such as those from Japanese brain research looking at 
language functioning and impairment in the brains of children with Fragile X 
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Syndrome,52 provide new platforms for educators to plan creative and innovative 
learning pathways for children with these complex conditions. 

 
An experienced special school headteacher wrote: 

 
These children challenge us as teachers. They push our knowledge of curriculum and 
ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ŀǎ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƭƛƳƛǘǎ ŀƴŘ ōŜȅƻƴŘΧ ²Ŝ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜƛǊ ōǊŀƛƴǎ 
work and how we can help the rewiring of their brains.  
 

Creation of new and innovative teaching strategies 
Alongside pedagogical reconciliation is the need to create and innovate a new pedagogy 
that is responsive to the new profile of learning need presented by this evolving cohort of 
children with CLDD. What are the teaching strategies that will enable us to engage this child 
as an active participant in the dynamics of our lesson, programme or learning 
environment?53 We need specific interventions. 
 
Establishing a new pedagogy 
In the UK, we have spent the last 20 or more years focusing on the delivery of a curriculum. 
The resulting innovation in this time has genuinely broadened and enriched the learning 
framework for children with special educational needs. However we know these new 
generation learners do not fit into our current practices and systems. For these children 
with CLDD, we have to deepen our understanding of their learning styles and needs still 
further, and to establish a new generation pedagogy for this group of learners. How do we 
design learning environments and learning activities that will ensure that children with CLDD 
are active participants in all aspects of the learning process? 
 
Central to this is the right of every child to be included as a learner within the curriculum, 
however great their degree of disability or learning difficulty. Article 29 on the United 
bŀǘƛƻƴǎ /ƻƴǾŜƴǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎŜǎ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΩǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ Řevelop a 
child's personality, talents and mental and physical abilities to their fullest potential through 
education.  
 
The CLDD research project built on the principles of engagement for learning and 
personalisation to develop the CLDD Engagement for Learning Resource Framework.  
 
Engagement for learning54 
Without engagement, there is no deep learning, effective teaching, meaningful outcome, 
real attainment or quality progress.55 Children with disabilities have consistently been 

                                                           
52
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shown to engage for less time and at lower levels than their non-disabled peers.56 This has 
serious implications for learning. Hume57 writes: 
 

When unengaged, students lose out on important learning opportunities and may 
become distracted, disruptive, or may demonstrate challenging behaviours. 
 

For students with disabilities, research has suggested that engaged behaviour is the single 
best predictor of successful learning.58 According to McWilliam, Trivette and Dunst,59 
ΨŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ǎŜǘǎ ǘƘŜ ƻŎŎŀǎƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ƻǇǘƛƳŀƭ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƻŎŎǳǊΦΩ Keen describes engagement 
as Ψŀ ƎŀǘŜǿŀȅ ǘƻ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘΧƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōŜǎǘ ǇǊŜŘƛŎǘƻǊǎ ŦƻǊ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎΦΩ60 
{ƘŜ ŀƭǎƻ ǎǘŀǘŜǎ ΨǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘȅ ƻŦ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ Ƙŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǘƻ ŀǎǎƛǎǘ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƻǊǎ ŀƴŘ 
ǘƘŜǊŀǇƛǎǘǎ ǘƻ ƳŀȄƛƳƛǎŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎΦΩ61 Therefore an approach to teaching and 
learning based upon levels of engagement seemed particularly pertinent for student with 
CLDD.62 
 
The engagement approach  
Children with CLDD need to be taught in ways that match their individual learning styles by 
educators who recognise their abilities and potential for engagement in learning. Our work 
must be to transform children with CLDD into active learners by releasing their motivation, 
unlocking their curiosity and increasing their participation. Key to this are relationship 
processes ς warmth, sensitivity and responsiveness. From there the child becomes engaged, 
and their personalised learning journey begins. A focus on engagement can underpin a 
process of personalised inquiry through which the educator can develop effective learning 
experiences. Using evidence-ōŀǎŜŘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƻŦ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǇŀǘƘǿŀȅǎΣ 
strategies can be identified, high expectations set, and incremental progress recorded on 
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their journey towards optimal engagement in learning. Their engagement will be the 
benchmark for assessing whether we have achieved this goal.63 
 

 
 
Diagram showing the relationship between engagement and learning 
 
 
Personalising learning 
Children with CLDD require something more than differentiation ς the process of adjusting 
teaching to meet individual needs.64 But what can that be? High quality differentiation 
should be the hallmark of high quality special education. The creative differentiated learning 
routes arising from special educational needs settings over the past two decades (e.g. 
extended programmes of study) have demonstrated this abundantly.65 Differentiation has 
served us well in meeting a whole range of special educational needs for children. However, 
for children with CLDD, we need an additional ingredient ς the process of personalisation.66 
While differentiation takes us helpfully along a pathway that focuses on the childΩǎ 
individual needs, it is the process of personalisation that envelopes the child as an engaged 
learner. Optimal engagement will produce better outcomes and secure attainment, and 
register meaningful progress for these children. All this is part of the fundamental dynamic 
in this project of devising and creating personalised learning pathways for children with 
CLDD that genuinely touch them at their point of learning need.  
 
As the PMLD Network states,67 ΨǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƎŜƴŘŀ Ƙŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǘƻ ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳ 
ǘƘŜ ƭƛǾŜǎ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƛǘƘ ta[5Ω. This is true for all those with CLDD. Special schools need to 
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become pedagogical think-tanks68 ς nurturing, shaping and framing approaches that are 
dynamic and innovative, and that transform these children into active participants in the 
process of learning. 
 
As Hargreaves69 ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎΣ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ΨΧǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊ ŦǊƻƳ 
ǘƘŜ ƭŀǊƎŜƭȅ ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘƛǎŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŦƻǳƴŘƭȅ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭƛǎŜŘΦΩ Personalising learning enables us 
to mould the learning experience directly around the child with CLDD. To do this we have to 
discover the learning needs and pathways of these very diverse children, and establish their 
learning capacity and learning effectiveness. Cartwright70 observes:  
 

This is on a range of levels ς caring for their social and mental health needs and their 
educational needs. Sometimes this means we need to decide what is of overriding 
importance at any given time (i.e. deciding what their most important need is, and 
wrapping the curriculum around that need). 
 

A focus on engagement can underpin a process of personalised inquiry through which the 
educator can develop effective learning experiences and remove barriers to learning. Using 
evidence-based knowlŜŘƎŜ ƻŦ ŀ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǇŀǘƘǿŀȅǎΣ aptitudes 
and interests, strategies can be identified, high expectations set, and incremental progress 
recorded on their journey towards optimal engagement in learning. 
 
What are the teaching strategies that will enable us to engage children with CLDD as active 
participants in the dynamics of our lessons, programmes or learning environments? The 
ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ Ǝƻŀƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŜŘŀƎƻƎȅ ƛǎ ΨŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ŦƻǊ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΩΦ hǳǊ ǉǳŜǎǘ ƛǎ ǘƻ ŜƴƎage the learner 
with CLDD in their environment. Our challenge is how to achieve engagement. How do we 
recognise when a child is engaged? How do we measure engagement? How do we chart its 
outcomes? The educator must remain committed to engagement for learning as a core 
tenet of curriculum experience for the child with CLDD. The permutations of special 
educational needs presented by some children can send an educator off at a pedagogical 
tangent or embroil them in a level of detail not helpful to the learning process. With 
engagement as a focus, the practitioner is armed to transcend these complexities. 
 
Hartley71 ƎƻŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƻ ǎŀȅΥ Ψ¢ƘŜ ƪŜȅ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ Ƙƻǿ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ǿŜ ōǳƛƭŘ ǘƘƛǎ ƻŦŦŜǊ ŦƻǊ ŜǾŜǊȅ 
ǇǳǇƛƭ ŀƴŘ ŜǾŜǊȅ ǇŀǊŜƴǘΦΩ It is hoped that the CLDD Engagement for Learning Resource 
Framework goes some way to meeting this challenge. 
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TOWARDS DEFINING COMPLEX LEARNING DIFFICULTIES AND DISABILITIES 

 

 

There is currently no single endorsed definition of Complex Learning Difficulties and 

Disabilities (CLDD), although student complexity has long been recognised among 

educationalists, both teachers and inspectors, when describing the new group of most 

challenging learners in our schools. A 2008 Ofsted inspection report for a community special 

school states: 

 

The proportion of pupils with more complex needs has grown in recent years and a 

rising number of these pupils are now in the secondary section of the school.  

 

Porter and Ashdown72 define students with complex needs as: 

 
...a wide and varied group of learners...who do not simply require a differentiated 
curriculum or teaching at a slower pace, but who, at times, require further 
adaptation to teaching if they are to make progress. 

 
Dee et al.73 describe them as children and young people ǿƛǘƘΥ ΨΦΦΦŀ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄ ŀƎƎǊŜƎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘƛŜǎ ƛƴ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ ƻƴŜ ŀǊŜŀ ƻŦ ώǘƘŜƛǊϐ ƭƛǾŜǎΩΦ hǘƘŜǊ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴǎ ǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ ǘǿƻ ƻǊ ƳƻǊŜ 

ŘƛǎŀōƭƛƴƎ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ΨŎƻ-ŜȄƛǎǘΩ,74 ΨƻǾŜǊƭŀǇΩ75 ƻǊ ΨŎƻ-ƻŎŎǳǊΩ.76 

 

aŜŘƛŎŀƭ ǇǊŀŎǘƛǘƛƻƴŜǊǎ ǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳΣ ΨŎƻ-ƳƻǊōƛŘƛǘȅΩΦ Lƴ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜΣ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƳŜŀƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǿƛǘƘ 

5ƻǿƴΩǎ ǎȅƴŘǊƻƳŜ ŀƴŘ ƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ƴŜŜŘǎΣ ǿƛǘƘ bƻƻƴŀƴΩǎ ǎȅƴŘǊƻƳŜ ŀƴŘ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ 

disability, with cerebral palsy and visual/hearing impairments (due to premature birth) or 

with Autistic Spectrum Disorders (ASD) and Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD). 

 

However, as PMLD Network notes in their response to Valuing People Now, ΨƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ŀŎŎǳǊŀǘŜ 

information and consistency in definitions of need make longer term service planning and 

ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘΩΦ77 
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 Dee, L., Byers, R., Hayhoe, H. and Maudslay, L. (2002) Enhancing Quality of Life: Facilitating transactions for 
people with profound and complex needs. London: SKILL/University of Cambridge. 
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The wide ranging debate with CLDD project steering board and advisors, CLDD educators 

within and outside the research project and stakeholder groups including learning disability 

charities, resulted in the development of the following definition: 

 

Definition of Complex Learning Difficulties and Disabilities 

Children and young people with Complex Learning Difficulties and Disabilities (CLDD) have 
conditions that co-exist. These conditions overlap and interlock creating a complex profile. 
The co-occurring and compounding nature of complex learning difficulties requires a 
ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭƛǎŜŘ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǇŀǘƘǿŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎŜǎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǳƴƛǉǳŜ ŀƴŘ 
changing learning patterns. Children and young people with CLDD present with a range of 
issues and combination of layered needs ς e.g. mental health, relationships, behavioural, 
physical, medical, sensory, communication and cognitive. They need informed specific 
support and strategies which may include transdisciplinary input to engage effectively in the 
learning process and to participate actively in classroom activities and the wider community. 
Their attainments may be inconsistent, presenting an atypical or uneven profile. In the 
school setting, learners may be working at any educational level, including the National 
Curriculum and P scales. This definition could also be applicable to learners in Early Years 
and post-school settings. 

 

This definition of CLDD was developed in consultation with a wide variety of educators and 

other stakeholders. Discussions and revisions took place on the following dates: 

 

10 December 2009: Advisory Group induction day 

18/19 January 2010: Development schools briefing day 

3 March 2010: Stakeholder information day 

16 March 2010: CLDD Steering Board Meeting 

26 April 2010: Development schools meeting day 

6 July 2010: Advisory group meeting 

10 July 2010: CLDD Steering Board Meeting 

 

 

Summary of discussions which informed the final project definition 

 

 Children and young people with Complex Learning Difficulties and Disabilities (CLDD) 

have conditions that co-exist. These conditions overlap and interlock creating a 

complex profile. 

Contributors felt it was important to emphasise the ways in which co-existing disabilities 

could affect one another. Many of the co-existing difficulties and disabilities have 

recognised educational practices associated with them, but one or more overlapping and 

interlocking conditions can impact in a way that recognised approaches to teaching and 

learning are not effective. 
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 The co-occurring and compounding nature of complex learning difficulties requires a 

ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭƛǎŜŘ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǇŀǘƘǿŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎŜǎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǳƴƛǉǳŜ 

and changing learning patterns.  

Children with CLDD are often disengaged from learning and do not respond to teaching 

approaches which engage most other students. It is therefore necessary to focus upon 

developing personalised learning pathways which will enable students to connect with the 

learning experience.  

 

 Children and young people with CLDD present with a range of issues and combination 

of layered needs ς e.g. mental health, relationships, behavioural, physical, medical, 

sensory, communication and cognitive. 

There was much discussion about what should be included among the examples. Those 

discussing the definition wanted to emphasise the holistic perspective needed by those who 

were working with students with CLDD. It was considered whether there should be specific 

mention of augmented communication. However, by doing so, there would be a danger of 

excluding some groups of students.  

 

 They need informed specific support and strategies which may include 

transdisciplinary input to engage effectively in the learning process and to participate 

actively in classroom activities and the wider community. 

The need for support in learning from practitioners from a range of disciplines was a 

common feature of children with CLDD. However, not all students with complex needs have 

access to appropriate levels of support. Those discussing the definition wanted to 

emphasise the importance of 

transdisciplinary support to add 

value to its effectiveness for the 

student. 

 

 Their attainments may be 

inconsistent, presenting an 

atypical or uneven profile. 

One of the common features of 

learning profiles of students with 

CLDD was that they were not just 

ǳƴŜǾŜƴΣ ōǳǘ ΨǎǇƛƪȅΩΣ ǿƛǘƘ ŜȄǘǊŜƳŜ 

developmental differences. This 

illustration (© FASD Trust / Jodee 

Kulp, www.betterendings.org) 

shows what this might look like for 

a young adult with FASD.  

 

http://www.betterendings.org/
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 In the school setting, learners may be working at any educational level, including the 

National Curriculum and P scales. 

Initially, the CLDD research project followed the Department for Education definitions for 

severe learning difficulties and for profound and multiple definitions in identifying an upper 

level of attainment for students with CLDD. However, discussions with educators and other 

professionals revealed that students with complex needs were working at all educational 

levels.  

 

 This definition could also be applicable to learners in Early Years and post-school 

settings. 

²ƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ŎƻƳƳƛǘƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ŀ ǎŜŀƳƭŜǎǎ ǘǊŀƴǎƛǘƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊƭȅ ȅŜŀǊǎ ƛƴǘƻ 

adulthood for students with CLDD, it was important that this definition of CLDD could be 

applied universally. It was hoped that by making this explicit, the need for support would be 

emphasised. 

 

 

Finding a definition of CLDD which is applicable to international settings 

 

As the definition for CLDD also needed to be applicable to the international schools which 

were hosting the CLDD research, in consultation with the stakeholder groups the following 

sentence was added to the core definition:  

 

Ψ¢Ƙƛǎ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŀǇǇƭƛŜǎ ǘƻ England, but might be relevant to the curriculum context of other 

ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎΦΩ 

 

 

RECOMMENDATION 1 

Evidence from this research has defined the population of children with Complex Learning 
Difficulties and Disabilities. We recommend that Local Authorities adopt a national 
definition of Complex Learning Difficulties and Disabilities in developing provision and 
reporting trends to National Government.  
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METHODOLOGY OVERVIEW 

 

Summary of main research activities 

 

Phase 1 (September 2009ςAugust 2010) ς Development phase 

 Literature overview 

 Identification and briefing of participants for Phases 1 and 2 

 Gaining participant (student and staff)/parent/carer permissions for inclusion in the 

research project 

 Collaboration with development school practitioner researchers on data collection and 

analysis 

 Develop and refine briefing packs on commonly coexisting conditions in students with 

CLDD 

 Develop and refine personalised learning resources ς Engagement Profile and Scale; 

Inquiry Framework for Learning 

 Develop project website 

 Consultancy and support visits from project advisors / steering board 

 Data collection and analysis in association with development schools 

 Dissemination/briefing activities (e.g. conferences, briefing days, etc.) 

 

Phase 2 (SeptemberςDecember 2010) ς SEN trial phase 

Development schools 

 Exit interviews 

 Collection of any additional video material for training 

 Additional permission from parents for publication of material) 

 /ƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨtǊƻƳƛǎƛƴƎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ŦƻǊ /[55 ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩ  

 Data analysis and write up in collaboration with development schools 

 Dissemination and briefing events (e.g. conferences) 

 

SEN trial schools 

 Two half-day visits to and/or further briefing of Phase 2 trial schools by the research 

team 

 Telephone/email support and advice for trial schools 

 Data collection and analysis in collaboration with trial schools 

 Exit interview  

 

Mainstream trial settings 

 Identification and briefing of mainstream settings for Phase 3 (OctoberςDecember 2010) 

 Identification of students 



Website: http://complexld.ssatrust.org.uk   27 
 

  Gaining participant (student and staff)/parent/carer permissions for inclusion in the 

research project 

 

Mainstream trial (JanuaryςMarch 2011) 

 Three-four half-day visits to and/or further briefing of Phase 3 trial schools by the 

research team 

 Telephone/email support and advice for trial schools 

 Data collection and analysis in collaboration with trial schools 

 Exit interviews 

 Gaining any additional permission needed 

 Dissemination and briefing events (e.g. conferences) 

 

Methodology 

This project used an exploratory, multiple case study approach78 to provide insight into 
effective approaches for supporting the engagement for learning of students with CLDD 
(including those with PMLD) in special education, mainstream and early years settings. It 
utilised action research methodologies which are compatible with evidence-based enquiry 
to develop appropriate educational resources promoting the engagement for learning of 
students with CLDD. These approaches are well documented as successful in schools, 
lending themselves to practitioner-led research in dynamic, work-based situations. Common 
and consistent methodology and data collection was promoted through weekly core 
research team meetings, and regular research briefing meetings for schools during the 
development phase. In the SEN, mainstream and early years trials, the participant schools 
ǿŜǊŜ ōǊƛŜŦŜŘ ŀōƻǳǘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƻ ǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭǎΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎ ǿŀǎ ǳǇƻƴ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎΩ ƻǿƴ 
ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎΩ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŀƭ ŀǇǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ 
everyday settings. 
 
The project methodology was approved by the SERC at the University of Northampton, and 
quality assured by David Braybrook, an experienced practitioner in sensory 
impairment/speech, language and communication difficulties, and a member of SENDIST 
and tribunals for other allied professionsΣ ǿƘƻ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΩs Steering Board. 
 
Research team  

The core research team included the project director, research officer, and four research 
assistants with representative backgrounds in complex learning disabilities (including 
specialisms in psychology, neuroscience, mental health, disability, research, curriculum and 
families) who worked closely with practitioner researchers in schools. The research team 
were supported by a multidisciplinary team of advisors experienced in SEN, who also visited 
schools, and a steering board which included representatives from key stakeholder groups.  
 
Participants 
An invitation to schools to become part of the CLDD Research Project was advertised among 
ǘƘŜ {ǇŜŎƛŀƭƛǎǘ {ŎƘƻƻƭǎ ŀƴŘ !ŎŀŘŜƳƛŜǎ ¢ǊǳǎǘΩǎ affiliated schools for Phase 1 (Development 

                                                           
78
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ǇƘŀǎŜύΣ ŀƴŘ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ƴŀǎŜƴΩǎ ƧƻǳǊƴŀƭΣ Special!, for Phase 2(a) (UK SEN trial phase). 
Based on quality of application, schools were purposely selected to take part. As well as on 
merit, they were chosen to be representative of as wide a range of SEN and curriculum 
specialisms, geography, demography and social diversity as possible. Phase 2(b) 
international SEN trial schools, and Phase 3 mainstream and early years settings, were 
recruited through individual invitation based upon preliminary scoping conversations with 
the research director. Schools in all phases were asked to nominate a lead practitioner 
researcher to liaise between their allocated research assistant and the other educators 
taking part in the project.  
 
Within school roles of practitioner researchers involved in phases 1ς3  

 SEN 
development 
schools (n=12) 

UK SEN trial 
schools (n=50) 

International 
SEN trial 

schools (n=14) 

Mainstream 
trial schools 

(n=12) 

Early years trial 
settings (n=2) 

Headteacher 1  1   

Deputy headteacher 4 8 4 1  

Assistant headteacher 1 8    

SENCO    3  

Class/subject 
teacher/equivalent 

5 33 9 5 2 
(+2 shared role) 

Teaching assistant  1  3 
(+2 shared role) 

 

Therapist 1 (SALT) 1 (SALT) 1 (Music)   

 
The following participants were recruited (for a list of research schools across all phases, see 
Appendix 1): 
 
Phase 1 
Twelve development schools (January-August 2010). The research team selected five 
students from up to ten proposed by the school to take part in the project. Students were 
selected to represent as wide a range of CLDD as possible within the whole research 
participant group. 
 
Phases 2 and 3 
Phase 2(a): 50 UK SEN trial schools / Phase 2(b): 15 international SEN trial schools 
(SeptemberςDecember 2010)   
Phase 3: 12 mainstream trial schools / 2 early years settings 
Schools each proposed two students, to be agreed with their allocated research assistant, to 
take part in trialling the resources developed during Phase 1. 
 
The students proposed were selected according to closeness of fit with recruitment criteria 
(see following section): 
 

 CŜƭƭ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΩǎ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ /[55  

 Had a Statement of Special Educational Need (or equivalent) in which there was a stated 
diagnosis of comorbidity corroborated through one or more professional reports. 
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After students had been identified to take part in the project, fully informed permission at 
an appropriate level was sought from schools, teaching staff, parents and students for their 
involvement. 
 
 
Development of research resources 
The three resources in the CLDD Engagement for Learning Resource Framework were 
developed based on a reading of relevant literature around CLDD, developing personalised 
learning pathways and engagement.  
 
CLDD briefing packs 
Prototypes of CLDD Briefing Packs for schools were developed which consisted of three 
levels of information ς the briefing sheet (4ς6 sides A4) gave basic introductory information 
for practitioners together with leads to further information; the classroom support sheet (2 
sides A4) for on-the-spot reference in a classroom situation; and the information sheet (8ς
12 sides A4), which gave more in depth information and further references to follow up. 
 
Engagement Profile and Scale 
The prototype of the ΨEngagement Profile and ScaleΩ was a concept initiated by Professor 
Barry Carpenter, and further developed by the whole CLDD research team in consultation 
with Dr Barry Coughlan, Clinical Psychologist responsible for the doctoral programme at the 
University of Limerick. 
 
The Engagement Profile and Scale encourages student-centred reflection, 
supporting educatorǎ ǘƻ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ 
strengths and interests. .ȅ ōǊŜŀƪƛƴƎ Řƻǿƴ ΨŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘΩ ƛƴǘƻ ǎŜǾŜƴ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ ς awareness, 
curiosity, investigation, discovery, anticipation, persistence and initiation ς the Engagement 
Profile and Scale enables educators to personalise activities for the student in a way which 
will invite their engagement. It thus also gives students a voice (even if the student cannot 
articulate this themselves) ƛƴ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘƛƴƎ ΨǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ L can ƭŜŀǊƴΩ as ŜŘǳŎŀǘƻǊǎΩ begin to 
customise their teaching from ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜΦ  
 
Inquiry Framework for Learning 
The Inquiry Framework for Learning was developed in consultation with development 
school educators (AprilςJuly 2010) based upon pathways of inquiry which resulted in 
successful learning outcomes for their students with CLDD. Educators logged and 
systematically explored the questions that they asked themselves when confronted by the 
challenges of engaging a student with CLDD in learning. These questions were incorporated 
into the Inquiry Framework for Learning ς an online resource which proposes questions as 
starting points for practitioners to explore the learning pathways for students with CLDD.  
 
Phase 1: Developing the resources (JanuaryςAugust 2010) 
Following two research briefing days for schools, the research assistants visited schools two 
out of every three weeks during term time to work alongside the practitioner researchers 
and participating educators using and adapting the resources with the students selected for 
the project. Baselining of students and introduction of the resources took place Februaryς
March 2010. The resources were then used systematically with students during AprilςJuly 
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2010. The resources were modified based on suggestions made by schools in discussion 
with the core research team. 
 
Phase 2: Trialling the resources ς special education ς effectiveness and design 
modification focus (SeptemberςDecember 2010) 
Fifty UK special schools and 15 international special schools were selected to trial the CLDD 
Inquiry Framework for Learning developed during Phase 1 and feed back their responses. 
They were allocated a research assistant, research officer or research advisor to support 
them during this phase through two visits at the beginning and end of the phase and 
telephone and email. (Australian schools relied upon remote contact by Skype or phone.) 
 
Phase 3: Trialling the resources ς mainstream education ς effectiveness and design 
modification focus (JanuaryςMarch 2011) 
Twelve mainstream schools ς six primary and six secondary ς and two mainstream settings 
trialled the CLDD Engagement for Learning resources, modified as a result of the SEN trial 
phase. These settings received three to four visits from researchers, and, again, telephone 
and email support.  
 
Data collection and analysis 
This is presented as a separate section prior to the presentation of results (see p. 39). 
 

Validity / triangulation / inter-rater reliability  

The University of Northampton SERC approved the research methodology as being 

appropriate to the projectΩs stated aims, objectives and proposed outcomes. The research 

methodology was shared across a number of different settings (12 SEN development 

schools / 65 SEN trial schools / 12 mainstream schools / two early years settings) with varied 

SEN, geographic and socio-economic profiles. The briefing days held prior to and during 

(three in all) Phase 1 ensured that participants and research team shared common research 

aims, objectives, procedures, and goals. This exchange of information was sustained 

through regular meetings between schools and research assistants, and the core research 

team. In Phases 2 and 3, participants took part in a research induction day, received 2ς4 

face-to-face visits and maintained contact with their allocated researcher during the 

research period. Triangulation was variously provided by collecting data from 

complementary sources including formal and informal perspectives from families, educators 

and colleagues from other professions, student support team meetings and discussions, 

observation (participant, non-participant and video), documentary evidence, and informal 

research journals. Interrater reliability in Phase 1 was provided by research assistants and 

colleagues working collaboratively with the students. 

 

The research team had access to a group of specialist advisors, and were accountable to the 
project Steering Board, which guided the research. These are detailed earlier in the report.  
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Facilitation of student voice 
Facilitation of the student voice was important ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ /[55 ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΦ {ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƻǿƴ 
permission for them to take part in the research were sought through a means appropriate 
to their preferred method of communication, including sharing video. Selected students 
were interviewed to gain their insights into what CLDD means to them in day-to-day life, 
and how interventions affected their learning. The student voice in learning was facilitated 
by detailed educator focus on student strengths, interest and perspective (mediated where 
necessary by others who knew them well) in developing effective learning pathways. 
 
Fully informed consent of participants 
The ethics of working with children in research is recognised as an area in which sensitivity is 
ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ .ǳǊŜŀǳ όb/.ύ Research Guidelines79 and the British 
Educational Research Association (BERA)80 guidelines has informed the research approach. 
Written permission from prospective research participants (school headteachers, educators, 
ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƭŜƎŀƭ ƎǳŀǊŘƛŀƴǎύ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǿŀǎ ǎƻǳƎƘǘ 
only after detailed and open written project information was provided to them and the 
schools had ensured that as far as possible their consent was fully informed in relation to 
their level of understanding. This included the following: 
 

 Participants were explicitly informed about their rights ς to ask questions and receive 
satisfactory answers at any time, to withdraw from the research at any time without 
adverse consequences, to review any data or other information held about them, to 
receive information about project results, outcomes and dissemination.  

 It was made clear how the data would be collected, who would have access to data held 
about research participants, and how the data would be stored and used. Specific 
permission to video and audio record students was also obtained. 

 ¢ƘŜ ǎǘŜǇǎ ǘŀƪŜƴ ōȅ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊǎ ǘƻ ŜƴǎǳǊŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ŀƴƻƴȅƳƛǘȅ ǿŜǊŜ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴŜŘΦ 

 Participants were given contact details for the researcher.  
 
The permission of all prospective participants to participate was freely given and not 
coerced. It was given specifically for the research culminating in the research report, 
resource materials, and dissemination of that research, and not for any future purpose. The 
details of the form of consent for specific research activities taking place, together with the 
people involved, will be recorded on a secure electronic database. 
 
Confidentiality and data protection 
Data collected in the course of the research is subject to data protection procedures. During 
Phase 1, a confidentiality and data protection agreement between the research participants 
and researchers covering the collection and use of raw data was signed. Phase 2 and 3 
ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜŘ ŀ ŎƻǇȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ /[55 ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΩǎ ŜǘƘƛŎŀƭ ŎƻŘŜΣ ōǳǘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ 
trialling resources, and data they were collecting waǎ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎΩ ŘƻƳŀƛƴǎΣ 
ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎΩ ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ŎƻƴŦƛŘŜƴǘƛŀƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƛǾŀŎȅ ǿŜǊŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŎƻǾŜǊ ǘƘƛǎ ǳǎŜ, 

                                                           
79

 bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ .ǳǊŜŀǳ όнллоύ Guidelines for Research. [Online at 
http://www.ncb.org.uk/dotpdf/open%20access%20-
%20phase%201%20only/research_guidelines_200604.pdf; accessed: 1.7.2011]   
80

 British Educational Research Association (2004) Revised Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research. [Online 
at http://www.bera.ac.uk/files/guidelines/ethica1.pdf; accessed: 1.7.2011] 

http://www.ncb.org.uk/dotpdf/open%20access%20-%20phase%201%20only/research_guidelines_200604.pdf
http://www.ncb.org.uk/dotpdf/open%20access%20-%20phase%201%20only/research_guidelines_200604.pdf
http://www.bera.ac.uk/files/guidelines/ethica1.pdf


Website: http://complexld.ssatrust.org.uk   32 
 

and participants were not required to sign agreements. Data used has been anonymised 
unless there is express permission otherwise, and, at the end of the project, non-essential 
raw data will be destroyed. Raw data has been kept at all times with due regard to 
confidentiality, and was not shared with anyone outside the core research group without 
explicit and specific permission from the participants concerned.  
 
All the student names used in this report are pseudonyms to help protect their identities. 
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IDENTIFICATION OF STUDENTS FOR INCLUSION IN THE PARTICIPANT GROUP 

 

Criteria for student inclusion in the CLDD research project 

Each trial school participating in the CLDD research project was asked to propose students 

with CLDD, including those with PMLD, ǘƻ ōŜ ΨcŀǎŜ ǎǘǳŘȅΩ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ: 

 

Phase 1 ς 60 students: five students from each of 12 UK special schools 

Phase 2 ς 130 students: two students from each of 65 special schools (50 UK special schools; 

15 international special schools) 

Phase 3 ς 28 students: two students from each of 12 mainstream schools (six primary and 

six secondary) and two early years settings.  

 

Schools were asked to select students for participation in the CLDD research project using 

the following three criteria: 

 

 A Statement of Special Educational Need (SSEN) or international equivalent 

 

 More than one diagnosed condition contributing to their complexity of need (e.g. 

primary and secondary disabilities, mental health, medical condition, etc.) as identified 

in an SSEN and/or professional reports 

 

 Professionals from more than one discipline and/or agency involved in their 

education/care (e.g. educators, therapists, medical consultants, psychologists, etc.) on 

an on-going basis. 

 

hƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ ΨŎŀǎŜ ǎǘǳŘȅΩ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ Ƙŀd been proposed, permission for them to take part in the 

research project was formally asked of families/carers and the student themselves insofar as 

they were able to understand and give consent.  

 

¢ƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜŘ ŀ Ψ{ǘǳŘŜƴǘ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊƳΩ ŦƻǊ ŜŀŎƘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ (see Appendix 2), 
ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ŘŜǘŀƛƭǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎΦ CƻǊ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ tƘŀǎŜ мΣ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŀǎǎƛǎǘŀƴǘǎ 
corroborated and extended the information on these forms from documentary evidence 
held in the studentsΩ personal files. In Phases 2 and 3, the conditions were taken from 
Ψ{ǘǳŘŜƴǘ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊƳǎΩ ŀƭƻƴŜ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ time constraints. 
 
Participant attrition 
Development schools (JanuaryςAugust 2010) 
All twelve development schools which enrolled in the research project completed the 
research phase. 
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SEN Trial schools (SeptemberςDecember 2010)  

Of the 51 UK special schools which enrolled for the UK SEN trial phase, 50 schools 

completed the research period, but one school withdrew before the beginning of the phase.  

 

Of the 15 international special schools which enrolled, all completed the research period, 

with one extending  the period of intervention.  

 

Mainstream schools / Early years settings (JanuaryςMarch 2011) 

All schools and settings completed the period.  

 

Frequency of conditions co-existing among development and SEN trial school students 
The tables in Appendix 3 summarise the types of conditions and their prevalence among the 
CLDD research project participants. The conditions were broadly grouped into the following 
five categories:  
 
1. Learning difficulty/disability classification (e.g. moderate learning difficulties (MLD), 

severe learning difficulties (SLD), global developmental delay) 
2. Specific conditions/disorders (not rare) 
3. Rare syndromes and chromosomal disorders 
4. Physical and medical conditions 
5. Other learning difficulties (e.g. developmental, processing, social, emotional wellbeing, 

etc.). 
 
It is important to note that the recorded prevalence of reported conditions, disabilities and 
difficulties among project participants depended upon a number of variable factors, among 
them: 
 

 Local authority (LA) policy on diagnosis (e.g. one LA reportedly had a policy of not 
identifying more than one condition in SSENs, whereas others identified multiple 
conditions and difficulties) 

 Differing use of terminology (either general or precise) used to describe diagnoses (e.g. 
ΨǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ŘƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅΩ ƻǊ ΨǎŜǾŜǊŜ ƳŜŘƛŎŀƭ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎΩ ƛƴǎǘŜŀŘ ƻŦ ƻǊ ƛƴ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ƳƻǊŜ 
specific descriptors) 

 5ŜǘŀƛƭŜŘ ŘƛŀƎƴƻǎǘƛŎ ŀƴŘ ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǎƻƳŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǇŀǇŜǊǿƻǊƪ Ƴŀȅ 
reflect the tenacity of parents and other involved professionals in gaining this; a lack of 
ŘƛŀƎƴƻǎǘƛŎ ŀƴŘ ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘ ŘŜǘŀƛƭ ƻƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ Ƴŀȅ ƴƻǘ ōŜ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŀ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ 
complexity  

 Some schools in completing the student information sheet itemised the difficulties 
associated with a particular diagnosis, while others allowed the diagnosis to stand for its 
associated profile of difficulties 

 The commitment of the person completing the Student information form to accuracy 
and detail.  
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For the above reasons, it was felt that discussion around the implications of the count 
frequencies of difficulties/conditions per student would not be useful. However, as an 
overview: 
 
Phase 1 
UK development schools: 60 students; no. for whom information: 60 
Range of different conditions / identified difficulties per student: 1 to 18  
(mean: 6; median: 4; mode: 4) 
 
Phase 2 (a) 
UK trial schools: 100 students; number for whom information: 96 
Range of different conditions / identified difficulties per student: 1 to 18  
(mean: 4; median: 4; mode: 3, 6) 
 
Phase 2 (b) 
International trial schools: 30 students; number for whom information: 30 
Range of different conditions / identified difficulties per student: 1 to 17 
(mean: 5; median: 5; mode, 3) 
 
Phase 3 
Mainstream/early years trial settings: 28 students; number for whom information: 25 
Range of different conditions / identified difficulties per student: 1 to 17 
(mean: 4; median: 3; mode: 3) 
 
In all phases, SEN schools proposed students in the participant group who did not have 
more than one disability listed on their SSEN or more than one type of non-educational 
professional involved in their support. In Phases 1 and 2, the schools argued that these 
students were among their most complex. In the mainstream phase, as one would expect, 
the complexity of students was less. Some students who did not have an SSEN, but who 
nonetheless challenged mainstream educators in their school, were included in the Phase 3 
participant group.  
 
Comparing the profile of identified conditions and learning difficulties in different phases 
1. Learning difficulty/disability classification 
In both these participant groups, the most prevalent learning difficulty classifications were 
severe learning difficulties (Ph1: 17; Ph2(a): 23) and global developmental delay (Ph1: 17; 
Ph2(a): 21). Profound and multiple learning difficulties was the next most frequent 
classification in both groups (Ph1: 7; Ph2(a): 9). In Phase 1, with descending numbers of 
ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ ŜŀŎƘ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅΣ ǿŜǊŜ ǳƴǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŜŘ ΨƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘƛŜǎΩ όрύΣ ŎƻƎƴƛǘƛǾŜ delay (2), 
ƳƻŘŜǊŀǘŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘƛŜǎ όнύ ŀƴŘ ΨƳǳƭǘƛǇƭŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘƛŜǎΩ όмύΦ Lƴ tƘŀǎŜ нΣ ǘƘŜ 
ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛŜǎ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ΨtǊƻŦƻǳƴŘ ŀƴŘ ƳǳƭǘƛǇƭŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘƛŜǎΩ ǿƛǘƘ ŘŜǎŎŜƴŘƛƴƎ ƴǳƳōŜǊǎ 
of students were moderate learning difficulties (6), cognitive delay (3), complex learning 
needs (2) and neurodevelopmental delay (1). 
 
Among the international SEN student group, those designated as having global 
developmental delay (10) and intellectual disability (10) were the most numerous, followed 
by severe learning difficulties (4), moderate learning difficulties (2) and PMLD (1). The low 
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number of PMLD and SLD designations were surprising as descriptively many of the students 
would have come within that category. This may suggest international differences in 
terminology and designation.  
The complex mainstream/early years group showed reduced numbers of students with a 
learning difficulty/disability classification. Only three were designated as having global 
developmental delay, and two as having moderate learning difficulties. 
 
2. Specific conditions/disorders (not rare) 
There were similarities in the profile of conditions amongst Phases 1 and 2 (a+ b). Autism / 
autistic spectrum disorder was the most prevalent (Ph1: 13; Ph2(a): 29; Ph2(b): 8) followed 
by attention deficit / hyperactivity disorder (Ph1: 8; Ph2(a): 12; Ph2(b): 2). The Phase 1 
group did not have any students with Down syndrome, although there were 11 in the Phase 
2(a) group, and one in the Phase 2(b) group. Phase 1 and 2(a) groups both had students with 
fetal alcohol syndrome, although in the first only one was confirmed. In Phase 1, there were 
individual ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǿƘƻ ƘŀŘ ǘƘŜ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎΥ CǊŀƎƛƭŜ · {ȅƴŘǊƻƳŜ όмύΣ ¢ƻǳǊŜǘǘŜΩǎ 
ǎȅƴŘǊƻƳŜ όмύΣ ŀƴŘ ΨǳƴŘƛŀƎƴƻǎŜŘ ŘƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅΩ (1). In Phase 2 (a), there were individual students 
with ōǊŀƛƴ ǘǊŀǳƳŀ ŀǘ ōƛǊǘƘΣ ǎǳōǎǘŀƴŎŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎ ŀƴŘ ΨǳƴŘƛŀƎƴƻǎŜŘ ŘƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅΩΦ There were no 
further specific conditions diagnosed among the international SEN student group. 
 
As might be expected the numbers of students with ADHD in Phase three were 
proportionately more apparent (6) and similar to numbers of those with autism / autistic 
spectrum disorder (5). This phase also included students with Asperger syndrome (4). There 
were single instances of students with fetal alcohol spectrum disorder (unconfirmed), 
fragile-· ŀƴŘ ¢ƻǳǊŜǘǘŜΩǎ ǎȅƴŘǊƻƳŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ΨƘȅǇŜǊƪƛƴŜǘƛŎ ŘƛǎƻǊŘŜǊΩΦ ¢ǿƻ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ 
ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ΨǳƴŘƛŀƎƴƻǎŜŘ ŘƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅΩΦ 
 
3. Rare conditions / chromosome disorders 

Among the 60-strong, Phase 1 participant group, there were 18 different rare conditions / 
chromosome disorders; whereas among the 96 Phase 2 (a) students, there were 11 rare 
conditions and Phase 2(b) there were eight within 31 students. Most were represented by 
single children, although in the Phase 1 group, there were two students with Peters Plus 
syndrome and two with tuberous schlerosis; in the Phase 2(a) group, there were two with 
Phelan McDermid syndrome. Phase 2(a+b) groups eachhad a student with Wolf-Hirschhom 
syndrome. There were no students who had rare conditions/chromosome disorders in the 
mainstream/early years Phase 3 group. 
 
4. Physical / medical conditions 
Physical / medical conditions had the largest number of different examples in both Phase 1 
and Phase 2 (a+b) groups ς 31, 45 and 31 respectively. In Phases 1 and 2(a), epilepsy (Ph1: 
23; Ph2(a): 29), visual impairment (Ph1: 17; Ph2(a): 29) and cerebral palsy (Ph1: 14; Ph2(a): 
20) were the most common conditions in both groups, whereas in Phase 2(b), the most 
numerous conditions identified were visual impairment (13), epilepsy (8) and premature 
birth (6). Phase 1 had a larger group of students with identified motor difficulties (18), 
whereas there were eight in the Phase 2(a) and five in Phase 2(b). Students with hearing 
impairment were represented by six students in Phase 1, six in Phase 2(a) and four in Phase 
2(b). Whereas the Phase 1 group had only one student identified as having had a premature 
birth, this was the case for five of the Phase 2(a) students, and six in Phase 2(b).  
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For the mainstream/early years Phase 3 group, the most common physical/medical 
conditions identified were cerebral palsy (3) and motor difficulties (3). None of those 
selected for inclusion in the project had epilepsy. Two students each had visual and hearing 
impairment, and one had had a premature birth. 
 
There were students with other physical/medical conditions in all phases, but those above 
were considered most notable in the context of this research project. 
 
5. Other difficulties  
(including non-specific developmental, processing, social and emotional wellbeing 
difficulties) 
¢ƘŜ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨƻǘƘŜǊ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘƛŜǎΩ ǘŜƴŘŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ƭŜǎǎ ŦƻǊƳŀƭƛǎŜŘ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ 
all phases. However, in terms of numbers of different difficulties identified among students 
in each of the five categories, this was the largest Phase 3 category. 
 
In common with national UK findings, the most commonly occurring non-specific difficulty 
at every phase was speech, language and communication needs (SLCN) ς 26 students in 
Phase 1, and 36 in Phase 2(a), 8 in Phase 2(b) and 14 in Phase 3.  In Phases 1 and 2(a), 
SEBD/BESD/challenging behaviour was the next most frequent difficulty among students 
(Ph1: 17; Ph2(a): 14), although for the other phases BESDs (Ph2(b): 5; Ph3: 2) were less 
represented than other difficulties. In Phase 2(b) self-help and personal care difficulties (8), 
and in Phase 3 social interaction difficulties (3) and attachment disorders (2), were more 
apparent among students than BESD.  
 
One school for students with BESD commented on the CLDD designation for their group of 
students: 
 

For teachers to see that our students are included in that category of complex difficulty is 
ƘŜƭǇŦǳƭΧ Lǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƘƛŘŘŜƴ ŘƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅΧ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ƪƛŘǎ Řƻ ƘŀǾŜ Ŏƻmplex needs. (Deputy headteacher, 
development school) 

 
Difficulties also represented across all phases were sensory processing difficulties (Ph1: 6; 
Ph2(a): 10; Ph2(b): 1; Ph3: 2), self-esteem issues (Ph1: 8; Ph2(a): 3; Ph2(b): 0; Ph3: 1) and 
attachment disorders (3 in each). Although there were few students who had formally 
acknowledged mental health issues (Ph1: 2; Ph2(a): 1; Ph2(b): 0; Ph3: 2), demonstrably in 
Phase 1 (see p. 125), and anecdotally in other phases, prevalence was higher. These groups 
also had students with anxiety / psychiatric disorders (Ph1: 8; Ph2(a): 5; Ph2(b): 2; Ph3: 0), 
including obsessive compulsive disorder (Ph1: 3; Ph2(a): 3; Ph2(b): 1; Ph3: 1) and 
oppositional defiant disorder (Ph1: 1; Ph2(a): 1; Ph2(b): 0; Ph3: 0).  
 
 
Further information 
Further information on specific and rare conditions may be found in the CLDD Research 

Project Briefing Pack ƻƴ ΨwŀǊŜ ŎƘǊƻƳƻǎƻƳŜ ŘƛǎƻǊŘŜǊǎΩ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ tǊƻƧŜŎǘ ǿŜōǎƛǘŜ 

(http://complexld.ssatrust.org.uk), and on the Contact a Family (www.cafamily.org.uk) and 

Unique (www.rarechromo.org) websites.  

http://complexld.ssatrust.org.uk/
http://www.cafamily.org.uk/
http://www.rarechromo.org/
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Recommendation  

Children with Complex Learning Difficulties and Disabilities are presenting profiles of 
learning need not previously experienced by schools. We recommend that headteachers 
and SENCOs access the free CLDD Briefing Packs, available through the Specialist Schools 
and Academies Trust, and disseminate widely across all of their staff team. 
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INTRODUCTION TO DATA ANALYSIS 

 

The data collected about students in all three phases of the CLDD research project (except where 

specific phases are indicated) included: 

 

 LƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ŀōƻǳǘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ŦǊƻƳ ƭƛǘŜǊŀǘǳǊŜ όtƘŀǎŜ мύ 

 Baseline data ς Information on student conditions and teaching/learning/social and emotional 

issues (documentary evidence/stakeholder interviews) 

 Engagement Profiles (descriptive) and Scales (scores and descriptors) ς baseline (pre-

intervention) and intervention data (see Appendix 6 for Engagement Profile and Scale 

document) 

 Evidence of key questions asked which led to the resolution of learning issues for students 

during the intervention 

 Reports from CLDD project advisor group visits to schools (Phase 1) 

 Interviews with key stakeholders, including families and non-teaching professionals (Phase 1) 

 Perceptions from exit interviews with educators (see Appendix 4 for schedule) 

 Periodic written and verbal feedback (additional to exit interviews) on CLDD Engagement for 

Learning resources from CLDD project schools and stakeholders: Engagement Profile and Scale 

and CLDD Briefing Packs (Phase 1); Inquiry Framework for Learning (all phases) 

 Evidence of meetings / conversations / reflections in research journals / records of contact 

(research assistants and schools) 

 Participant and non-participant observation (supported by video when possible) (schools and 

research assistants) 

 Student voice evidence ς around permission to be included and preferred learning approaches. 

 

 

Data analysis 

Literature overview 

The reading of relevant literature, presented as a literature overview prefacing this report, provided 

context and direction for the CLDD research project, and also formed the basis of a series of six 

Complex Needs booklets providing an overview of issues associated with the education of students 

with CLDD, and ten CLDD briefing packs (see http://complexld.ssatrust.org.uk).  

 

Baseline data 

 ς Phase 1: Development of resourŎŜǎ ƛƴ ƭƛŀƛǎƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ мн ΨŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎΩ 

The schools submitted an initial Student information form (see Appendix 2). As the CLDD project 

research assistants needed to work alongside students and school-based practitioner researchers in 

implementing and developing the CLDD Engagement for Learning resources, in-depth information 

ǿŀǎ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘŜŘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ŦǊƻƳ ōƻǘƘ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘŀǊȅ ǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ όƛΦŜΦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ŦƛƭŜǎ ƘŜƭŘ ōȅ 

the school), non-participant observation, and from semi-structured interviews with educators, 

families/carers and non-teaching professionals involved with the student. Prior to implementing 

interventions to support student engagement, schools were also asked to complete, for each 

student, an Engagement Profile and to collect pre-intervention baseline Engagement Scale data to 

provide a point of comparison with data collected post-intervention. 

http://complexld.ssatrust.org.uk/
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The purpose of this was to provide contextualising information for:  

 

 Research assistants ς as a basis for developing appropriate personalised interventions for 

ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ ƭƛŀƛǎƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩǎ ƭŜŀŘ practitioner researcher and others 

 Overviews of student participant group complex conditions ς analysed using simple count 

frequency  

 Individual student case studies which summarised the context, intervention, purpose, numeric 

and descriptive data, and engagement outcomes.   

 

ς tƘŀǎŜ нΥ ǘǊƛŀƭƭƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ōȅ пф ¦Y ŀƴŘ мр ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ Ψ{9b ǘǊƛŀƭ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎΩ 

ς Phase 3: trialling of resources by 12 UK mainstream schools, and two UK early years settings 

As for above, the schools submitted an initial Student information form only, and no further 

documentary evidence was sought as in Phases 2 and 3, the research assistants acted in an advisory 

capacity only, and did not work directly with students.  

 

Engagement data ς Phases 1, 2 and 3 

Engagement Profile and Scale data collected as a result of interventions with students involved in all 

three phases of the CLDD research project yielded both numeric data in the form of Engagement 

scores and the associated descriptive data which recorded context, strategies, issues, outcomes and 

ƴŜȄǘ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎΦ bǳƳŜǊƛŎ ǎŎƻǊŜ Řŀǘŀ ǿŜǊŜ ǇƭƻǘǘŜŘ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ŘŀǘŜ ǘƻ ƎƛǾŜ ƭƛƴŜ ƎǊŀǇƘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ 

ΨŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƧƻǳǊƴŜȅΩ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǇŜǊƛƻŘΦ  wŜƭŜǾŀƴǘ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛǾŜ Řŀǘŀ όŜΦƎΦ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴ ŀƛƳΣ 

context, strategies, etc.) were also noted.  

 

This data was included in individual student case studies, described above, and also contributed to a 

Ŏƻǳƴǘ ŦǊŜǉǳŜƴŎȅ ƻǾŜǊǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ 9ƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎ όΨǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜΩΣ Ψƴƻ ŎƘŀƴƎŜΩΣ ΨƴŜƎŀǘƛǾŜΩΣ 

ΨŎƻƳǇǊƻƳƛǎŜŘκƴƻ ŘŀǘŀΩύ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘ ŀǘ ŜŀŎƘ ǇƘŀǎŜΦ  

 

Exit interviews 

Where possible, exit interview schedules (see Appendix 4) were shared with interviewees before the 

interviews took place. The interviews were conducted by a research assistant / officer / consultant 

with either (a) the lead practitioner researcher who provided representative responses on behalf of 

educators participating within their school, or (b) the educators involved as a group, or (c) a series of 

individual educators. Most interviews for the UK trial schools took place face-to-face, and most 

interviews for international trial schools were conducted over the telephone. In cases where it was 

not possible to arrange in-person interviews, interviewees were asked to compete the interview 

schedule in text.  

 

Responses from each school were collated as a single data set. Where more than one educator 

interviewee from the same school made equatable statements, they were counted as a single 

ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘΦ ¢ƘŜ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǘŜǊƳΣ ΨǎŎƘƻƻƭΩΣ ƛǎ ǳǎŜŘ ƛƴ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ Řŀǘŀ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ 

school.  These interviews were analysed using categorical content analysis.  

 

Other data collected 

The other data collected was used for varying purposes:  
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 Video and research journals/contact records were used to corroborate evidence collected by 

other means 

 Feedback from stakeholders about specific CLDD Engagement for Learning resources were used 

to adapt, extend and modify the resources throughout the project 

 Data around student opinion and permissions for inclusion within the project was used to inform 

interventions. 

 

Data from these sources has not been further analysed.  

 

Presentation of data 

The results are presented in four sections:  

 

1. Data related to special school general outcomes 

2. Data related to special school outcomes related to the CLDD Engagement for Learning Resources 

3. Mainstream schools / early years settings trial data  

4. Messages from data relating to key education themes 

i. Mental health issues 

ii. Training the SEN workforce 

iii. The role of teaching assistants 

iv. Towards transdisciplinary working 

v. Preparing for adulthood 

vi. The family perspective. 
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Data relating to special school  

general outcomes 

Phase 1: 12 SEN development schools 
Phase 2(a): 50 UK SEN trial schools 

Phase 2(b): 15 international SEN trial schools 

 
 
 

At the end of each research phase, exit interviews were conducted in each school with the lead 

practitioner researcher, who either represented their own views and those of the others involved in 

the CLDD research project from their school, or involved other staff in the interviews with them. The 

interview responses from each school were then analysed using categorical content analysis. 

Answers to all questions were grouped by common emergent themes and the presentation of 

results reflects this. In each case, educatorǎΩ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ 

ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛǎŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΣ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƻǊǎΩ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǿƘƻƭŜ 

school.  

 

The analysis in this section represents general statements which were not specific to one of the 

CLDD Engagement for Learning resources. Statements made by schools specifically about the 

resources are presented in the section following. 

 

Bracketed numbers which follow data statements indicate the number of schools sharing a 

particular view.  The ǿƻǊŘΣ ΨǎŎƘƻƻƭΩΣ ǳǎŜŘ ƛƴ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ Řŀǘŀ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜΣ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭǎ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǳƴƭŜǎǎ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ƻǘƘŜǊǿƛǎŜ όŜΦƎΦ ΨǘƘŜ ǿƘƻƭŜ 

ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩύΦ !ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ƴǳƳōŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘ ƛƴ Ƴƻǎǘ ǇƘŀǎŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǎƳŀƭƭΣ ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘŀƎes 

outcomes are given where helpful for comparison across phases. Unless specifically stated 

otherwise, the percentages given are in the context of the whole participant school group.  

 

The data in this section is summarised in the discussion at the end of this report. 
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OUTCOMES FOR STUDENTS AND EDUCATORS 

 

Phase 1: Development schools 

 

Engagement outcomes for students 

Engagement data collected using the Engagement Profile and Scale were analysed for 60 students in 

12 schools. Across the period of the development phase, 45 (82%; n=55) students had shown an 

increase in engagement following intervention; one (2%; n=55) showed no change; nine (16%; n=55) 

students showed a decrease in engagement. For five students data was compromised. 

 

Engagement as an ethos/approach and in practice 

All 12 (100%) schools involved in the Phase 1 (development of resources) were positive about the 

CLDD engagement for learning approach for developing learning pathways for students with CLDD. 

During their exit interviews, some ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ƛǘ ŀǎ Ψŀƴ ƛŘŜŀƭ ǎǘŀǊǘƛƴƎ ǇƻƛƴǘΩ όмύΣ Ψŀ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ 

ǊŜŦǊŜǎƘƛƴƎ ǿŀȅ ƻŦ ŦƻŎǳǎŜŘ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΩ όмύΣ ŀƴŘ ΨǘƘŜ ƳƛǎǎƛƴƎ ƭƛƴƪ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǘŀǊƎŜǘ ŀƴŘ ŀŘŀǇǘŜŘ 

ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎΩ όмύΦ One school said that the approach endorsed their current practice.  

 

Seven schools also talked about the positive outcomes of the CLDD research project for the whole 

school. Three commented on its impact, saying that they had benefited (1), and the impact had been 

ΨƘǳƎŜΩ (1) ƻǊ ΨǇƻǿŜǊŦǳƭΩ (1). All seven spoke about the effect on the practice of staff involved, 

describing it as informative/enriching (5), improving skills (2) and increasing confidence (2). 

 

Impact for students of implementing the CLDD Engagement for Learning resources 

The development schools were not asked about the impact of using the CLDD Engagement for 

Learning resources with students, as happened in exit interviews for subsequent phases. The 

resources had changed and developed considerably over the period of implementation, and the lead 

practitioner researchers had worked closely with research assistants so student outcomes were 

therefore already known. These have been written up within case studies. (See Appendix 5 for an 

example.) 

 

However, nine of 12 schools made comments on the positive impact of using the CLDD Engagement 

for Learning resources with their students. Six spoke generally of this impact, one mentioning it had 

been huge. Variously, the six schools commented that using the resources had given them a greater 

ƛƴǎƛƎƘǘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŎƘŀƴƎƛƴƎ ƴŜŜŘǎκŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ όоύΣ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŘŜƭƛǾŜǊŜŘ 

(1), and enabled them to move students on (1). 

 

Impact for staff of implementing the CLDD Engagement for Learning resources 

Four of 12 schools commented on the place of engagement in their teaching. One school said that 

the CLDD research project had given them more awareness of what they were looking for in student 

engagement, and of the importance of thinking on a small scale about how to re-engage students 

όмύΦ ¢ƘŜ ǘǿƻ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ŀŘǾƛǎŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ Ψ¸ƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǘǊȅ ǘƻ ǘƘƛƴƪ ƻŦ ŀƭƭ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ǳǎŜ ǘƻ 

ŜƴƎŀƎŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΣΩ όмύ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴŎƭǳŘŜŘΣ Ψ9ƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ǘŜƭƭǎ ǳǎ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ǇǊƻǾƛǎƛƻƴΩ όмύΦ  
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Reframing practice 

Comments made by eight (67%) schools in the context of the CLDD Engagement for Learning 

approach suggested that the tools were helping them to reframe their teaching in the following 

areas: 

 

 Awareness of the student as learner (6; 50%) 

 Thinking and reflection (5; 42%) 

 Professional focus (4; 33%). 

 

Awareness of the student as learner (6; 50%) 

Comments from six schools came into this category. Among their responses, they felt that the CLDD 

Engagement for Learning approach had given them the opportunity to look at the student first 

ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜ ŎǳǊǊƛŎǳƭǳƳ ŦƛǊǎǘ όмύΣ ŀƴŘ ŀ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǊ ƛƴǎƛƎƘǘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŎƘŀƴƎƛƴƎ ƴŜŜŘǎ όмύΦ 

Before the project, one school had not realised that one of their students could be responsive. Other 

schools said that they now knew what they needed to change for students (1), and they felt that 

through the project, the education offered to their students had improved (1). 

 

Thinking (5; 42%) 

Three schools stated their involvement with the CLDD project had caused them to open their mind 

to/become converted to/discover engagement ς ƻƴŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ƛǘ ŀǎ ΨŀƭƳƻǎǘ ŀ ƭƛƎƘǘōǳƭō 

ƳƻƳŜƴǘΗΩΦ ¢ǿƻ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƳŀŘŜ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƘƛƴƪ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ όмύ ŀƴŘ about 

the barriers preventing them in getting involved in learning (1).  

 

Professional focus (4; 33%) 

Four schools noted a change in their professional focus. They said variously that the CLDD 

Engagement for Learning approach ƘŀŘ ƘŜƭǇŜŘ ǘƘŜƳ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ όмύΣ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ 

strengths and positives (2), and on where the student was in their learning journey rather than 

where people thought they should be (1).  

 

Areas of practice 

In their exit interviews, ten (83%) of the Phase 1 development schools commented on the ability of 

the CLDD Engagement for Learning resources to support key areas of practice: 

 

 Personalising learning (8; 67%) 

 Observing (6; 50%). 

 

The comments on planning, target-setting and assessment all related specifically to the resources, so 

while positive, are discussed further in the resource feedback section of this report (p. 59 ff.). 

 

Personalisation (8; 67%) 

Five schools spoke about personalisation in the context of the developing the CLDD Engagement for 

Learning resources. They felt that the engagement approach fitted well (5) or was the key (1) to 

personalisation. Two schools spoke of its impact on students, one saying that it supported 

individualised and imaginative curriculum approaches for students with CLDD; the other 

commented:  
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¢ƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΧŎŀƴ ƳŀƪŜ ƳŀǎǎƛǾŜ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎ ǿƘŜƴ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƛǎ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭƛǎŜŘΦ 

 

Observing (6; 50%) 

Six schools commented about observations in the context of the research. Among them, three 

specifically stressed its importance, and one referred to the need to discover whether the student 

was engaged, and what they were learning. 

 

 

Phase 2(a): UK SEN trial schools 

 

Engagement outcomes for students 

Data for 91 students in 50 schools collected using the Engagement Profile and Scale were analysed. 

Across the period of the SEN trial phase, 74 (85%; n=87) students had shown an increase in 

engagement following intervention; 8 (9%; n=87) had shown neither increase or decrease; and 5 

(6%; n=87) of schools had shown a decrease in engagement. Two schools submitted corrupted data, 

and nine schools submitted data for only one student. (ǎŜŜ Ψ5ƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴΩΣ p. 163.) 

 

Engagement as an ethos/approach and in practice 

During their exit interviews, 50 schools were asked their opinion of engagement as the guiding 

concept to develop personalised learning pathways for students. The interviewees from 48 schools 

(96%) responded positively, while two schools were ambivalent. Two of those who responded 

positively, while liking the approach, had struggled with delivery due to time/human resource issues. 

Thirty-seven schools (74%) expressed a value opinion when asked what they felt about engagement 

as an approach for developing personalised learning pathways for students.  They variously 

described it as:  

 

 Ψ9ŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜΩ κ ΨǿƻǊƪŜŘ ǿŜƭƭΩ κ ΨǾŜǊȅ ǳǎŜŦǳƭΩ κ ƻǊ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ όмсΤ он҈ύ 

 ΨwŜŀƭƭȅ ǾŀƭƛŘΩ κ ΨŦǳƴŘŀƳŜƴǘŀƭΩ κ ΨŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭΩ κ ƻǊ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ όмнΤ нп҈ύ 

  ΨōǊƛƭƭƛŀƴǘΩκΨŜȄŎŜƭƭŜƴǘΩκΩƻǳǘǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎκƻǊ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ όфΤ му҈ύΦ 

 

hƴŜ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƻǊ ǎǳƳƳŀǊƛǎŜŘΣ ΨLǘ ƘŜƭǇǎ ǳǎΣ ƻǳǊ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜΣ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩΣ ŀƴŘ 

ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǎǘŀǘŜŘΣ Ψ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŀ ǊŜŀƭ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎ ƻŦ нмst ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎΦΩ  

 

In addition to the value statements made about the engagement approach as a concept, 25 (50%) 

schools went on to make further comments about the engagement ethos/approach, not including 

specific evaluations of individual CLDD Engagement for Learning resources. These covered 

defining/explanatory features of engagement (9), the relationship between engagement and 

ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ όмпύ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻŦ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƻƴ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƻǊǎΩ ǿƻǊƪ ǿƛǘƘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ όммύΦ 9ƛƎƘǘ 

schools talked about general engagement outcomes ς seven positively, and one with negative 

connotations (while also identifying a positive outcome for the school).  

 

Defining/explanatory features (9; 18%) 

{ŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎƭȅ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ŀǎ Ψŀ ǿƘƻƭŜ ƴŜǿ ǿŀȅ ƻŦ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎΩ όмύ ŀƴŘ ŀ 

mindset (2) which made them look at learning differently (1).  Quoting Carpenter (2010) one 
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ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ƛǘ ŀǎ ŀ ΨōǊƛŘƎŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǘŀǊƎŜǘΩΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ 

made up of many elements (1), and said that the seven indicators helped them to understand 

engagement (1).  They saw two of the engagement indicators, curiosity and investigation, as 

ǇǊŜǊŜǉǳƛǎƛǘŜǎ ŦƻǊ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ όмύΣ ŀƴŘ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ǿŀǎ ŀŦŦŜŎǘŜŘ ōȅ ŀ ǿƛŘŜ ǾŀǊƛŜǘȅ 

of factors (1). One school suggested that student engagement should be the core concept of 

curriculum delivery and everything else should be fitted around it. 

 

wŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ όмпΤ ну҈ύ 

bƛƴŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ŀǎ ŀ ǇǊŜǊŜǉǳƛǎƛǘŜ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΦ ¢ƘǊŜŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ 

one can engage with every child (1), and that the approach had given help with the most challenging 

όнύΦ CƻǳǊ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦŦŜǊŜŘ ŀ Ψǿŀȅ ƛƴΩ ǘƻ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǿƛǘƘ /[55Φ 

 

LƳǇŀŎǘ ƻŦ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƻƴ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƻǊǎΩ ǿƻǊƪ ǿƛǘƘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ όммΤ нн҈ύ 

Individual schools stated that to use the engagement approach, educators needed to know the 

student (1). Through the CLDD research project, they had developed their awareness of the 

importance of engagement (1), begun to see how to engage students (1), and have a greater idea of 

what they were looking for in student engagement (2). They stated they had begun to focus on 

student engagement instead of behaviour (1) or how much students remembered (1). They had also 

become more aware of the factors affecting student engagement (e.g. noise) (1).  

 

Schools said that they had learned more about their students using the engagement approach (1), 

ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǳƴǘƛƭ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ŦƻǊŎŜŘ ǘƻ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ŀ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘΣ ǘƘŜȅ ƳƛƎƘǘ ƴƻǘ ƘŀǾŜ ƴƻǘƛŎŜŘ 

that the student was not engaged (1). They emphasised the importance of looking for small signs of 

engagement (1), and of the need to step outside comfortable strategies to engage students. 

 

General engagement outcomes (8; 16%) 

The following general comments were made in addition to specific outcomes which schools 

mentioned in relation to individual students (described below). The seven schools identifying 

positive outcomes made individual comments that engagement had been key for a long time, but 

that they had not previously had the framework provided by the CLDD Engagement for Learning 

resources (1). This school said that the Engagement approach would now be key to their future 

whole school practice. Schools had observed the impact of using the approach on student 

engagement (1), and had found that it reduced disturbance in the classroom (1). As mentioned 

ŀōƻǾŜΣ ƛǘ ƘŀŘ ƎƛǾŜƴ ƘŜƭǇ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎƛƴƎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ όнύΣ ŀƴŘ ƘŀŘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ŀ Ψǿŀȅ ƛƴΩ ǘƻ 

ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ όпύΦ hƴŜ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƻǊ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘŜŘΥ ΨǘƘŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻƴ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ Ƙŀǎ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŀŦŦŜŎǘŜŘ ƳŜΩΦ  

 

¢ƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŀŘ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ǘƘŜ /[55 9ƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ Ψŀƴ ƛŘŜŀƭ ǿƻǊƭŘ ǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴΩΣ ŀƭǎƻ 

commented that the approach had developed their awareness of the importance of engagement.  

 

How the engagement approach impacted on student learning 

Forty-three (86%) of the 50 schools commented on the positive impact of the CLDD engagement for 

learning approach for their students. Nine described the impact as huge / massive / transforming or 

ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊΦ  hǘƘŜǊǎ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ΨƘŀŘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǿƻǊƪŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩ όнύΣ ǿŀǎ ŀ ƳƻǊŜ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜ 

way for students to progress (1), and had revealed wider student interests (1).   
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Among those 43 schools, 40 (80%) described one or more positive learning outcomes for their 

students, and 29 (58%) described positive emotional/social outcomes for their students. Twenty-

four (48%) stated both learning and emotional/social outcomes.  

 

Of the remaining seven schools (14%) who did not describe positive outcomes for students, one said 

that there had been a positive outcome for one student only; one said that using the tools had 

neither helped nor hindered; and a further three said that there had not been much progress. Three 

educators did not make a related comment. 

 

Positive learning outcomes 

Schools stating specific positive learning outcomes, as opposed to making a general positive 

statement, described progress for their students in a range of areas including:  

 

 Engagement (28) 

 Active/focused learning (15) 

 Communication (13) 

 Skills (9) 

 Independence as a learner (7) 

 Improved attitude to learning (6) 

 Progression (3) 

 Extending learning (2). 

 

Positive social/emotional outcomes for students 

{ŎƘƻƻƭǎΩ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭκŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǿƛǘƘ /[55 9ƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ŦƻǊ [ŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ 

interventions was unexpected, but 29 (58%) schools mentioned a range of outcomes in this area for 

their students.  These included: 

 

 Social relationships (14) ς including better relationships with staff, peers, and family. 

 Wellbeing and happiness (9) ς including better mental health (1) 

 Confidence / self-esteem / empowerment (8) ς including bringing out personality (3) and 

increased student expectations of themselves (1) 

 Improved behaviour (10) 

 Increased alertness (4) ς three schools mentioned success in engaging passive learners. 

 

One ŜŘǳŎŀǘƻǊ ŀǎǎŜǊǘŜŘΥ Ψ²ƘŜƴ ƘŜ ƛǎ ƘŀǇǇȅΣ ŀƴŘ ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎ ƛǎ ǊƛƎƘǘ ƘƻƭƛǎǘƛŎŀƭƭȅΣ ǘƘŜƴ ȅƻǳ ƎŜǘ ǘƘŜ 

άǿƻǿέ ƳƻƳŜƴǘǎΦΩ 

 

Nine schools commented that they had been able to generalise successful strategies used to develop 

ŀ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ǇŜǊǎƻnalised learning pathways in one area to other, less successful, areas. 
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How the engagement approach changed practice for schools and educators 

Impact on the whole school 

Four schools mentioned the impact that the CLDD Engagement for Learning approach had had on 

ǘƘŜ ǿƘƻƭŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ƛǘ ŀǎ ΨƳŀǎǎƛǾŜΩ όмύΣ ŀƴŘ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƘŀŘ ΨƎƛǾŜƴ ǳǎ ǘƘŜ άƻƻƳǇƘέ 

ŦŀŎǘƻǊΩ όмύΦ hƴŜ ǎǘŀǘŜŘΣ ΨLǘ Ƙŀǎ ǘǳǊƴŜŘ ƻǳǊ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘΩΣ ŀƴŘ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ Ψ9ƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ƪŜȅ 

ƛƴ ƻǳǊ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜΦΩ hƴŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀt the project findings had helped provide evidence 

which led to a change in school approach to teaching their particular population of students.  

 

Reframing professional practice 

Forty-two (84%) schools referred to the relevance of the engagement approach to areas of 

professional practice. Their comments have been categorised into specific areas including: 

 

 Thinking, reflection and analysis around practice (29; 58%) 

 Awareness of student as learner (28; 56%)  

 Professional focus (15; 30%) 

 Understanding (9; 18%) 

 

Thinking, reflection and analysis around practice (29; 58%) 

Of the 29 schools which made statements about thinking, reflection and analysis, comments from 14 

ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǎǳōŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛǎŜŘ ǳƴŘŜǊ Ψ/ƘŀƭƭŜƴƎƛƴƎ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜΩΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǎǇƻƪe of a 

change in perspective (5), which had been fundamental (1), turned their thinking around (1) and had 

allowed them to look at learning differently (2). One school said that the engagement approach 

ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜŘ ΨǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ ōƻȄΩΦ {ŜǾŜƴ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǎaid that the CLDD Engagement for Learning 

approach had made them think more/more deeply or broadly (6), extended their thinking (1) and 

stimulated reflective thinking (1). 

 

{ǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘǎ ŦǊƻƳ мр ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǎǳōŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛǎŜŘ ǳƴŘŜǊ ΨǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜΩΦ !Ƴƻng these, 

schools said that the CLDD Engagement approach made them think about what was going on in the 

lesson (3). They felt that using the CLDD Engagement for Learning resources had made them 

consider approaches and strategies for individuals (3) and their barriers to learning (1). They said 

that the approach had made them think about the young person as a learner (4), what they were 

getting out of lessons (5), how to engage them (2) and improve their learning (1).  Schools said they 

had now accepted respƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ŦƻǊ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ όмύΣ ŀƴŘ ǇƛǘŎƘƛƴƎ ƭŜǎǎƻƴǎ ŀǘ ŀƴ 

appropriate level for them (1).  

 

Seventeen schools talked about the need for reflection on practice in the context of the Engagement 

for Learning approach (3), saying the Engagement approach had helped them reflect more (6) and 

supported their reflection (6) with beneficial outcomes (5). 

 

One school described the Engagement Profile and Scale as Ψŀ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǘƻƻƭ ŦƻǊ ŜƴƘŀƴŎŜŘ 

ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎΩΦ 

 

Awareness of the student as learner (28; 56%) 

Twenty-eight ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ƳŀŘŜ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŜǊŜ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛǎŜŘ ǳƴŘŜǊ Ψ!ǿŀǊŜƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ŀǎ ŀ 

ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊΩΦ   
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Thirteen schools emphasised the place of student centredness in working with the Engagement for 

Learning resources. They stated they got to know students better over the period of intervention  

(7), and had continued to gain more information about them (1). Using the resources had made staff 

ƳƻǊŜ ŀǿŀǊŜ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƴŜŜŘǎ όоύ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƴŜŜŘǎ Ƴǳǎǘ ŎƻƳŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ όмύΦ Lǘ ƘŜƭǇŜŘ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ 

think from the student perspective. One educator said she had become more aware of what her 

student was trying to communicate to her. 

 

Nine schools spoke about working with students. Over the intervention period, they had learnt more 

about how to work with students (e.g. persisting with a student) (3), had realised what improved 

their learning (2), and what they enjoyed about tasks (1). Staff were able to support students more 

effectively (1), and tried new things with them (2).  

 

For 11 schools, working with the CLDD Engagement for Learning resources had heightened their 

perception of their students as learners. One school said that it helped them to realise that there is 

always room for improvement for students with CLDD.  Schools said that the project reinforced that 

their students did have learning skills (2), and that their students took in more than they had thought 

(2). Their expectations and aspirations for their students had risen (4). They looked at the students 

as individual learners (3), and observed that although students presented the same, they may need 

different approaches (1). They stated that using the resources had helped them focus on what the 

students could actually do (1), and had provided evidence to prove one student needed a different 

educational ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ όмύΦ !ǎ ƻƴŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘŜŘΥ ΨLǘ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ƎƻƻŘ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ǘƘŜ ƪƛŘǎ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜΦΩ 

 

¢Ŝƴ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǎǇƻƪŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǳǎƛƴƎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎ ǘƻ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘŜ ǘƘŜƳ ƛƴ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΦ 

Three schools noted that the approach engaged traditionally hard-to-reach students, including 

ǇŀǎǎƛǾŜ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎ όоύΦ hƴŜ ǊŜƳŀǊƪŜŘΣ Ψ¦ƴǘƛƭ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ŦƻǊŎŜŘ ǘƻ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΣ ȅƻǳ Ƴŀȅ ƴƻǘ ǊŜŀƭƛǎŜ 

ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ƴƻǘ ŜƴƎŀƎŜŘΦΩ LƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ŀƭǎƻ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƘŀǘΣ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΣ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀŘ ƭŜŀǊƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ 

can engage with any child, and not to label children as difficult.  

 

 Professional focus (15; 30%) 

Fifteen schools spoke of the value of the focus given by the CLDD Engagement for Learning 

ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘΦ hƴŜ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘŜŘΥ ΨLǘ ǎƘƻǿǎ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǘƘŜǊŜ ς ŦƻŎǳǎ ƛǎ ǿƘŀǘΩǎ ƴŜŜŘŜŘΦΩ {ŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǎŀƛŘ 

that it had helped them focus on the student as a learner (6), on strengths and opportunities (2), and 

ƻƴ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘƻǊǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǘƻƻƪ ŀǿŀy the focus on behaviour (1) and memory (1). 

Four schools commented that the CLDD resources had kept them focused. 

 

Understanding (9; 18%) 

Schools described increased understanding of how students learn (3) and what engages them (1). 

They realised when expectations (e.g. length of attention) or activities were inappropriate (2), and 

ƘŀŘ ŀ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǊ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ōŀǊǊƛŜǊǎ ǘƻ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ όрύ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŀǘ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘŀǘŜŘ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ όŜΦƎΦ 

time to explore) (1). Staff also better understood how to put strategies in place.  

 

Areas of practice 

Using the approach also highlighted for educators the importance of familiar practice tenets. Forty 

schools (80%) commented on the three areas of practice below:  
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 Planning, target setting and assessment (25; 50%) 

 Personalising learning (17; 34%) 

 Observing (15; 30%). 

 

Planning and target-setting (25; 50%) 

Twenty-five schools made comments about the usefulness of the CLDD resources in planning, target-

setting and assessment, and these are also discussed during analysis of specific resource evaluations 

which follows. Of these, seven schools commented on their impact. One school said that it had 

helped them look for the deeper purpose in individual lesson plans (1). Others stated they were 

better able to plan (2), the resources had helped them with setting targets (3), and that it had helped 

ŜŘǳŎŀǘƻǊǎ ǘƘƛƴƪ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ΨƴŜȄǘ ǎǘŜǇǎΩ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΦ 

 

Personalising learning (17; 34%) 

Personalisation of learning occurs when a student needs more than differentiation to learn.
81

 

Seventeen schools commented on the CLDD Engagement for Learning approach in the context of 

personalising learning. Five schools described it as the key to personalising learning; with a further 

school emphasising the importance of personalisation (1) and looking at the student as an individual 

(1), commenting that they had to see how a student learns to personalise. They stated that the 

Engagement for Learning resources fitted in with personalising learning (4), and helped them to 

provide programmes which were more personalised (1). Six schools identified personalising learning 

as an area in which the CLDD Engagement for Learning resources had supported or refined their 

practice (6), including helping them to think more clearly about personalisation (1).  

 

Observing (15; 30%) 

Schools made specific comments about the usefulness of the CLDD resources in observations, and 

these are discussed during analysis of specific resource evaluations which follows. Fifteen schools 

talked generally about observing in the context of the CLDD research project. Schools emphasised 

the importance of formally observing students (3), and noted the benefits as a detailed focus (5) 

which opened their eyes to more (1). They spoke about the purpose of observation (5) as seeing 

what is actually going on in the classroom (4), and learning how students learn (1). They added that 

observing as a non-participant led to better quality observations (2).  

 

Incidentally, a popular way of observing was through the use of video, with 18 educators (37%) 

recommending its use. Ten educators (20%) noted that they noticed more/picked up on things they 

ƳƛǎǎŜŘΦ hƴŜ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴŜŘΥ Ψƛǘ ƳŀŘŜ ǳǎ ǎǘƻǇ ŀƴŘ ƭƻƻƪΦΩ 

 

  

                                                           
81 Porter, J. and Ashdown, R. (2002) Pupils with Complex Needs: Promoting learning through visual methods 

and materials. Tamworth: NASEN. 
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Phase 2(b): International SEN trial schools 

 

Engagement outcomes for students 

Data for 29 students in 15 schools were collected using the Engagement Profile and Scale and 

analysed. (One school submitted data for only one student.) Of the 29 students, there were three 

whose data was compromised. Across the period of the international SEN trial phase, 22 (84.5%; 

n=26) students showed an increase in engagement; one (4%; n=26) had shown neither increase nor 

decrease; and three students (11.5%; n=26) had shown a decrease in engagement.  

 

Engagement as an ethos/approach and in practice 

Of 15 schools involved in the international SEN trial, all (100%) were positive about the CLDD 

engagement for learning approach for developing learning pathways for students with CLDD ς one 

school saying that it had turned their thinking around, and another that the idea of engagement had 

been very powerful for their students.  

 

Fourteen schools commented on engagement, and ten (67%) schools expressed a value opinion on 

the approach, describing it as:  

 

 Ψ.ǊƛƭƭƛŀƴǘΩκΨŜȄŎŜƭƭŜƴǘΩκΩƻǳǘǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎκƻǊ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ όрύ 

  ΨwŜŀƭƭȅ ǾŀƭƛŘΩ κ ΨŦǳƴŘŀƳŜƴǘŀƭΩ κ ΨŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭΩ κ ƻǊ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ό5) 

  Ψ9ŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜΩ κ ΨǿƻǊƪŜŘ ǿŜƭƭΩ κ ΨǾŜǊȅ ǳǎŜŦǳƭΩ κ ƻǊ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ όоύΦ 

 

!ƴ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǘǿƻ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘŜŘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ΨǘǊȅ ƛǘ ƻǳǘΩ ƻǊ ΨŜƳōǊŀŎŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘΩΦ !ƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ 

that, since taking part in the CLDD research, Ψ²Ŝ ƘŀǾŜ ǘŀƪŜƴ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǇƛƴ ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎ ǿŜ 

ŘƻΦΩ 

 

What did engagement mean to educators? 

Ten schools also commented about what they understood by engagement (six of the above and an 

additional four). 

 

They stated that engagement was necŜǎǎŀǊȅ ŦƻǊ ǇǊŜǇŀǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ όнύΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ΨŎǳǊƛƻǎƛǘȅΩΣ 

ΨƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘƛƻƴΩ όǘǿƻ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΩǎ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƻǊǎύΣ ŀƴŘ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŦƻŎǳǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǇǊŜǊŜǉǳƛǎƛǘŜǎ 

to learning (1).  One school stated that having an engagement focus was a new way of learning; 

however, two schools saw the CLDD engagement for learning resources as an enrichment of what 

they were already doing.  

 

Schools said it was important to question whether students were actually engaged in a classroom 

activity (2), and look at what engages them (1). They found that using the engagement approach 

reduced disturbance in the classroom (1). 

 

Five schools commented on the impact of using the CLDD Engagement approach for educators. They 

said that the approach had given information about how the student learned (1), and they saw how 

student engagement was affected by the way they taught (1). They now felt they could do 

something about areas of engagement which were missing for the student (1). They stated that it 
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was important to look at things which engage students at any level, not just the obvious (1), and also 

to keep trying, even when students did not look as if they were engaging (1). One school said that it 

had empowered them to deliver what their students needed (1). 

 

Impact on students 

All fifteen (100%) of the international trial schools described positive learning or social/emotional 

outcomes for the students involved in the CLDD Engagement for Learning resources trial. One school 

commented generally, saying that they improved the teaching and learning experience for the 

student. 

 

Social/emotional outcomes for students 

Five schools (33%) commented on social/emotional outcomes for students, noting improved social 

relationships (2), confidence (1), increased happiness (1) and decreased passivity (2). 

 

Learning outcomes for students 

Thirteen schools (87%) identified positive learning outcomes for students in the following areas: 

 

 Improved participation (7) ς including ownership of learning, co-operation, interest/attention 

 Increased engagement (6) 

 Improved communication (2) 

 Increased skills (2) 

 Improved behaviour (2). 

 

Impact on schools and staff 

Reframing teaching 

Comments made by 12 (80%) schools suggested that the tools were helping them to reframe their 

teaching in the following areas: 

 

 Awareness of student as learner (11; 73%). 

 Thinking and reflection (9; 60%) 

 Professional focus (6; 40%) 

 Understanding (5; 33%). 

 

Student as learner (11; 73%) 

Five schools spoke about the student centredness of the CLDD Engagement for Learning approach, 

saying that they had got to know the student better/much better  during the period of intervention 

όоύΣ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀŘ ƎŀƛƴŜŘ ŀƴ ƛƴǎƛƎƘǘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ǿƻǊƭŘ όмύΣ ŀƴŘ ǎǘŀŦŦ ƘŀŘ ōŜƎǳƴ ǘƻ ƭƻƻƪ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ 

ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ όмύΦ !ǎ ŀ ǊŜǎǳƭǘΣ ƻƴŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ said that staff persevered more in engaging the 

learner.  

 

Five schools spoke of an increased perception of the student with CLDD as a learner, saying that the 

approach had helped affirm student strengths, positive changes and abilities (3). It helped them to 

look at the student as an individual (1). 
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Four schools articulate the importance of motivating students. They spoke of being aware of (1) and 

building on personal motivators/interests (4), and then gradually increasing the learning challenge 

(1).  

 

Thinking and reflection (9; 60%) 

Of the nine schools which said the CLDD Engagement for Learning approach had stimulated thinking, 

three said it had changed their perspective or way of thinking, and one that it had helped them to 

think more. Four described ways in which it had made them think more clearly ς around 

engagement (2), the purpose and function of learning (1), what is going on in the lesson (1), and 

adapting strategies/activities for individual students (1). Four spoke about the importance of 

questioning ς two that it had helped them to inquire more/more clearly.  Another observed that it 

was necessary to ΨǇǊƻōŜ ŘŜŜǇƭȅ ǘƻ ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΩΦ  

 

Five mentioned the importance of professional reflection in association with the tools ς two stating 

its importance, and two that it had stimulated deeper/more careful reflection on practice. The fifth 

talked of a positive reflective outcome. 

 

Professional focus (6; 40%) 

Six schools said that taking part in the research had changed or helped their teaching focus. Of those 

who commented specifically, three felt they were more focused on student positives, strengths and 

successes; and one on the student as a learner. 

 

Understanding (5; 33%) 

Five schools noted that their understanding of how students learned had deepened. They had begun 

to realise what engaged students (1), and also what was inappropriate for them (1).  

 

Areas of practice 

All 15 (100%) international SEN trial schools talked about ways in which the CLDD Engagement for 

Learning resources had helped to refine their practice around: 

 

 Observation (8; 53%) ς highlighting the importance of detail for interventions; finding out 

whether students were really engaged (1), what engaged them (1) and how they learned best (2) 

 Personalisation (7; 46%) ς including comments that the CLDD resources supported 

personalisation (4), and allowed programmes to be fitted to the student rather than vice versa 

(1)  

 Planning, targets and assessment (6; 40%) ς changed the way goals were set (1); helped clarify 

thinking around target-setting (1); allowed even minimal progress to be charted (1);  

 Consistency (1; 7%) ς emphasised its importance (1). 

 

 

Findings from mainstream / early years settings are presented in a separate section (see p. 103) 
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IMPLEMENTING THE CLDD ENGAGEMENT FOR LEARNING RESOURCE FRAMEWORK 

 

Phase 1: Development schools 

 

All the 12 (100%) development schools said that they would continue to use the CLDD Engagement 

for Learning resources in some way after the end of the project. Seven schools (58%) said that 

educators involved in the CLDD research project would continue to use the resources as trialled, and 

eight (67%) schools stated that they would roll the resources out across the school. 

 

Of the eight schools rolling out the resources, three schools said that they would roll the resources 

out partially. Three of these schools, and an additional fourth, had given their practitioner 

researcher responsibility for leading on engagement / complex needs in school. Two schools, 

including one who had not stated an intention to roll out the resources, were intending to train their 

own staff (1) and another school (1) in the approach. In six schools, the educators involved in 

developing the CLDD Engagement for Learning resources, intended to continue to use them ς three 

with project students, and five with additional students. One school said they intended to use the 

resources partially. 

 

Issues around implementing the CLDD Engagement for Learning resources 

Only one development school mentioned that time had been an issue in implementing the CLDD 

Engagement for Learning approach, and that it needed to be allocated to it.  

 

Advice for future schools implementing the resources 

Among more specific advice offered by schools for anyone implementing the approach, four schools 

commented on the need for support from both management and colleagues. They emphasised that 

it was crucial to have someone in a supporting role (1), that all sǘŀŦŦ ƴŜŜŘŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ Ψƻƴ ōƻŀǊŘΩ ŀƴŘ ǎŜŜ 

it as an opportunity (1), and having an outside observer had a big impact (1). One school mentioned 

ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǎƘŀǊƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŀ ǘŜŀƳΣ ŀŘŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǿŀǎ ŀ ΨōƛƎ ǘƘƛƴƎΩΦ 

Another stressed the importance of sharing student observations within a team, and seeking advice 

from others. 

 

Phase 2(a): UK SEN trial schools 

 

Forty-six (92%) of 50 SEN trial schools said that they would continue to use the CLDD Engagement 

for Learning Resource Framework in some way after the end of the project.  

 

Eighteen (36%) schools have rolled out the CLDD Engagement for Learning resources across the 

school. In three schools, the practitioner researcher for the CLDD research project had been asked to 

take the school lead on the Engagement for Learning resources.  

 

In 27 (54%) schools, the educators involved in the CLDD research project said that they would 

continue to use the Engagement for Learning resources; 14 mentioned that this would also be with 

new students. Sixteen schools (eight additional to the 27 above) said that there was a place to share 

the CLDD Engagement for Learning resources more widely across the school. One school said they 
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would share them with their residential care department. Two of the 27 schools, alongside two 

others, stated that they would use the approach alongside other approaches (e.g. PEPs/IEPs). One of 

the 27 schools, again with two others, suggested that they would use the resources, but might adapt 

them to their setting.  

 

There were four schools which, at exit interview, did not indicate that they would continue to use 

the resources. Two were ambivalent about the resources, but two had found them useful. The four 

schools variously stated: 

 

 Liked the resources, and thought there was a place for them to be used more widely across the 

school; noted that there was a training implication, but stated that taking part in the research 

had been a form of continuing professional development (1) 

 Found the resources useful (1)  

 !ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ΨǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǳǎŜŦǳƭΩΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ΨƛŘŜŀƭ ǿƻǊƭŘΩ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ όмύ 

 Not sure if they would use it, although could see some advantages (1). 

 

Three schools identified barriers to implementation of the CLDD Engagement for Learning approach 

in their schools. They mentioned time (1), funding (1) and support (1). One of these was the school 

ǿƘƻ ǎŀǿ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ǳǎŜ ƛƴ ŀƴ ΨƛŘŜŀƭ ǿƻǊƭŘΩΦ  hŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƳŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǘǿƻΣ ƻƴŜ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƳƻǊŜ 

support and allocated time were necessary, and that currently the resources would not be used 

regularly (1). The other thought that there was a place for sharing the resources more widely in her 

school, but that training in the approach was needed.  

 

There was one other school who did not intend to use the resources regularly. The practitioner 

researcher said that she would like to keep looking at engagement, and the resources would 

continue to influence her practice.  

 

Issues around implementing the CLDD Engagement for Learning resources 

A total of 32 (64%) schools identified issues around implementation of the CLDD Engagement for 

Learning framework. Twenty-seven (54%) schools said that implementing it was time-consuming ς 

although nine added that it was worth the effort/worthwhile. Six of the 27 schools, plus an 

additional two, said that it was demanding in terms of human resources, and six schools noted there 

was a lot of/too much paperwork.  

 

However, despite this, 22 (71%) of the 32 schools stated either that they would roll out the 

resources across school (13), or that the educators who had been involved with the CLDD research 

project would continue to use the resources (9). 

 

Advice for future schools implementing the resources 

During the exit interview, schools were asked to offer advice to future schools which may be 

involved in implementing the CLDD Engagement for Learning Resource Framework. Schools urged 

ƻǘƘŜǊ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǘƻ ǘǊȅ ǘƘŜ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ όмтΤ ор҈ύΣ ŀŘǾƛǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ ΨƎƻ ŦƻǊ ƛǘΩκΨōŜ ƻǇŜƴ ƳƛƴŘŜŘΩ όтύ ŀƴŘ 

persevere (4). They stated it was worthwhile (ммύΣ ƎŜǘǎ ŜŀǎƛŜǊ όнύ ŀƴŘ ΨǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ ŀǊŜ ŀƳŀȊƛƴƎΩ όмύΦ  
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Among very specific advice, the main area of comment, as with the developing schools, concerned 

senior leadership and peer support. Outcomes are summarised below: 

 

Fifteen (30%) schools identified the need for organisational support for implementing the 

framework. They stated that it needed leadership/coordination (10) from someone dynamic and 

enthusiastic (1) who understood the project (1). This leader should possibly be at senior leadership 

level (5), and the implementation given acknowledged priority (2). They suggested that all staff 

needed to know about the framework/see it as an opportunity (6), although they noted that tact 

would be necessary when addressing practice issues with some staff (1).  They recognised the 

helpfulness of having a mentor/guide for those involved in implementing the framework (3). 

 

Twenty-five (50%) schools (including six of the 14 above) emphasised the importance of sharing 

knowledge and ideas among colleagues when involved in implementing the framework. They 

suggested that those involved should be able to collaborate and share together (9), and meet as a 

team (1 + an additional 5). Four suggested that discussion/challenge among colleagues was valuable, 

and one pointed out the dangers of not having this check on practice if an educator was working in 

isolation. Another said that discussion among the class team was necessary to ensure consistency in 

the use of the framework.  

 

 

Phase 2(b): International SEN trial schools 

 

Of the 15 schools in the international SEN trial group, all 15 (100%) said that they would continue to 

use the CLDD Engagement for Learning resources in some way. In nine (60%) schools, the educators 

involved intended to continue to use the resources as trialled, and five (33%) schools intended to roll 

out the CLDD Engagement for Learning Resource Framework across the school.  

 

Of the five schools intending to roll out the resources across the school, one said that this would be 

in part. Nine schools said the educators who had been involved in the project would continue to use 

the resources. Three of these, and one additional school were planning to use the resources with 

other students. Four schools (three of the nine, plus one additional school) thought there was a 

place for the CLDD resource framework to be used more widely in their school, and another said 

that other staff were interested in using it. One school stated that they would use the approach in 

association with others, and another that they would use aspects of the resources. Four schools 

intended to keep the CLDD Engagement for Learning Resource Framework in mind; one of these 

identified that they would need more support and more time if they were to continue using the 

resources.  

 

Issues around implementing the CLDD Engagement for Learning resources 

Eight schools mentioned issues associated with implementing the resources. Seven stated that time 

allocation was needed to implement the CLDD Engagement for Learning approach, and two said 

they had struggled with making time. Three schools mentioned the need for additional colleague 

support, saying that the approach had required extra work and personal input.  
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However, notwithstanding, six of the eight schools intended to implement the approach ς one of the 

schools which were rolling out the resources, and five schools in which the educators involved were 

continuing to use the resources.   

 

Advice for future schools implementing the resources 

As with the UK schools, the two major areas raised by international schools (9) for any others 

wishing to implement the CLDD Engagement for Learning resources in the future were management 

support (6) and team working/sharing (6).  

 

Six schools stated that implementation of the framework needed managing, three suggesting this 

should be at senior leadership level. One said that it was important to ensure high level commitment 

from staff involved as implementation involved additional work. Two schools said that they had 

appreciated the external implementation mentoring support, and said it would be good if it could 

continue.   

 

Six schools talked of the value of team working ς including communicating and sharing ideas (2), and 

ensuring consistency of implementation (2). 
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Data relating to special school  

resource trial outcomes 

Phase 1: 12 SEN development schools 
Phase 2(a): 50 UK SEN trial schools 

Phase 2(b): 15 international SEN trial schools 

 
 
 

At the end of each research phase, exit interviews were conducted in each school with the lead 

practitioner researcher, who either represented their own views and those of the others involved in 

the CLDD research project from their school, or involved other staff in the interviews with them. The 

interview responses from each school were then analysed using categorical content analysis. 

Answers to all questions were grouped by common emergent themes and the presentation of 

results reflects this. In each case, educatorǎΩ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ 

ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛǎŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΣ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƻǊǎΩ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǿƘƻƭŜ 

school.  

 

The analysis in this section represents statements which were specific to one of the CLDD 

Engagement for Learning resources. Generic statements made by schools about implementing the 

Engagement for Learning Resource Framework are presented in the previous section. 

 

Bracketed numbers which follow data statements indicate the number of schools sharing a 

ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ǾƛŜǿΦ  ¢ƘŜ ǿƻǊŘΣ ΨǎŎƘƻƻƭΩΣ ǳǎŜŘ ƛƴ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ Řŀǘŀ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜΣ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭǎ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǳƴƭŜǎǎ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ƻǘƘŜǊǿƛǎŜ όŜΦƎΦ ΨǘƘŜ ǿƘƻƭŜ 

ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩύΦ !ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ƴǳƳōŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘ ƛƴ Ƴƻǎǘ phases were small, percentages 

outcomes are given where helpful for comparison across phases. Unless specifically stated 

otherwise, the percentages given are in the context of the whole participant school group.  

 

The data in this section is summarised in the discussion at the end of this report. 
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CLDD ENGAGEMENT FOR LEARNING RESOURCE FRAMEWORK 

 

Students with CLDD are often disengaged from learning, and their learning needs go beyond 
the expectations for classroom differentiation, challenging the teaching skills of even our 
most experienced and effective educators.  
 
The CLDD Engagement for Learning Resource Framework is a range of resources to support 

educators in developing personalised learning pathways for students. They comprise: 

 

 CLDD Briefing Packs on conditions commonly occurring among students with complex 

learning difficulties and disabilities 

 The Engagement Profile and Scale 

 The Inquiry Framework for Learning. 

 

Over the course of the project, they have been developed and revised in terms of content, 
style and design according to feedback from educators and stakeholders. 
 
The three engagement for learning resources represent three facets of an engagement 
approach to teaching and learning, based on the premise that without engagement, there is 
no deep learning, effective teaching, meaningful outcome, real attainment or quality 
progress.82 Engagement is the connection between the student and their learning outcome. 
Students with CLDD cannot create that connection for themselves; it is educators, families 
and colleagues who must construct it with and for them. 

 
It is hoped that the engagement resources will support educators to develop high 
expectations of these young people as learners, to map personalised the learning pathways 
which will re-engage them, and to assess and track their engagement in learning.  
 
The CLDD Briefing Packs identify the main learning needs and key teaching strategies 
associated with specific conditions which often co-exist in children with CLDD. These 
strategies may suggest the first steps towards personalising learning for children with CLDD. 
 
                                                           
82

 Carpenter, B. (2010) A Vision for 21
st
-Century Special Education (Complex needs series). London: SSAT. 
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The Engagement Profile and Scale enables educators to develop high expectations of 
children with CLDD around their engagement in learning through collecting evidence of the 
ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ƭŜǾŜƭǎ ƻŦ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ƘƛƎƘ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƳΦ .ȅ ǊŜŦǊŀƳƛƴƎ the 
learning activities in which the student has low engagement in line with the seven different 
indicators of engagement, educators can support the student to move towards deeper 
engagement in learning. 
 
The Inquiry Framework for Learning indicates possible areas for further personalisation of 
ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘǎ ŀƴ ƛƴǉǳƛǊȅ ŦƻŎǳǎŜŘ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƻ ŜƴƎŀƎƛƴƎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǿƛǘƘ 
CLDD in learning. The questions within the framework identify the starting points from 
ǿƘƛŎƘ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƻǊǎΣ ƛƴ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ŀƴŘ colleagues from their own and 
other professions, can explore focused learning issues for individual students. 
 
 

 
 

Complex needs booklet series 

The use of the CLDD Engagement for Learning Resource Framework needs to be set within 

ǘƘŜ ǿƛŘŜǊ ǘƘŜƻǊŜǘƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŀƭ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƻŦ /[55Φ ¢ƘŜ {{!¢Ωǎ ǎŜǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǎƛȄ /ƻƳǇƭŜȄ bŜŜŘǎ 

booklets, written by Professor Barry Carpenter and others in the CLDD research team and 

ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ƛƴ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ {{!¢Ωǎ {ǇŜŎƛŀƭ Schools Network, provide an introduction to 

the area and its concerns. The six titles, each focusing on a different aspect of provision for 

children with complex needs, are: 

 

 A vision for 21st century special education 

 Children with complex learning difficulties and disabilities: who are they and how do we 

reach them 

 Curriculum reconciliation and children with complex learning difficulties and disabilities 

 Mental health and emotional wellbeing 

 Professional learning and building a wider workforce 

 The family context, community and society.  
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5ǊŀǿƛƴƎ ǳǇƻƴ ǘƘŜ ΨǘƘƛƴƪ ǇƛŜŎŜǎΩ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ {{!¢Ωǎ /[55 ōƭƻƎ ǎǇƻǘǎΣ ǘƘŜȅ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ 

signposts for inquiry-based development which will support schools into the 21st century. 

Colleagues from schools involved in the CLDD research project contributed their 

professional perspectives to the booklets through blogs and think pieces. 

 

 

RECOMMENDATION 2 

Schools involved in this CLDD research project have demonstrated great commitment, 
insight and endeavour. The wider community of schools will now need to be informed. 
Systematic, critical reflection in schools will enable this. We recommend that the Specialist 
{ŎƘƻƻƭǎ ŀƴŘ !ŎŀŘŜƳƛŜǎ ¢ǊǳǎǘΩǎ /ƻƳǇƭŜȄ bŜŜŘǎ ōƻƻƪƭŜǘǎ ŀǊŜ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ŀƛŘ ŀƴŘ ǎǘƛƳǳƭŀǘŜ 
debate and discussion.  
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CLDD BRIEFING PACKS 

 

What are the CLDD Briefing Packs? 
There are ten CLDD Briefing Packs each of which provide initial information about conditions 
which often overlap with others to form the complex make up of children with CLDD.  

The packs cover the areas of: Attachment disorders, Attention deficit hyperactivity disorder 
(ADHD), Autism and autistic spectrum disorders (ASD), Fetal alcohol spectrum disorder, 
Fragile-X syndrome, Mental health, Prematurity, Rare chromosome disorders, Sensory 
impairments, and The effects of drug use and smoking in pregnancy. 

Each pack includes three different sheets:  

(a) Briefing sheet: This provides initial information about the conditions for educators and 
others who want a brief introduction. It provides background information, key strategies 
and references to some key texts about the condition. 

(b) Classroom support sheet: ¢Ƙƛǎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ΨƳǳǎǘ ƘŀǾŜΩ ōŀǎƛŎ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ 
condition for staff newly arrived in the classroom and needing to work immediately with a 
young person who has that condition. 

(c) Information sheet: For those who would like to follow up the topic in greater depth, this 
sheet provides more information with further references. 

There is also a glossary to explain any terms or concepts not explained in the sheets. 

The Briefing Packs and students with CLDD 

Due to the nature of students with CLDD having more than one diagnosis, one pack alone 

may not provide adequate information about supporting a student. Therefore the briefing 

sheets should be a starting point for practitioners working with a student, until a 

personalised learning pathway can be established with details of effective strategies 

relevant to that student. It is important to be aware of the uniqueness of each child and 

young person, particularly those with CLDD. 

 

Sharing the information from the CLDD Briefing Packs between practitioners and families 

will enable a greater insight into the challenges experiences by both the student and those 

involved in their learning.  

 

Implementing the packs 

It is important that the packs are used within an ethos which promotes transdisciplinary and 

multidisciplinary collaboration, including active involvement of families and the student 

themselves to the extent they choose or are able to be. 
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 Professionals need to work collaboratively across disciplines when planning and 

assessing personalised learning pathways to ensure those who know the student best 

are sharing information, and to prevent fragmentation of interventions (see 

Ψ¢ǊŀƴǎŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŀǊȅ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎΩΣ p. 146). This should also include families. Strategies and 

interventions will be most effective when they are understood and implemented 

consistently across school, home and other settings.  

 

It is important that the appropriate professionals are consulted about targets and 

interventions around positioning, sensory integration and arousal levels, health and 

medication. 

 

 Consider how the student themselves can be involved. Can they provide information on 

their preferred learning styles or interests to shape a learning target or intervention? 

Can the student take a more active role in negotiating their own learning and managing 

their responses? This could be empowering for a student and take steps towards 

boosting school enjoyment and self-esteem. 

 

How the packs were developed 

The CLDD Briefing Packs were developed between January and August 2010, and during that 

time went through a number of revisions in response to comments received by the project 

development schools and other stakeholders.  

 

The packs were compiled by the CLDD research project team under the guidance of 

Professor Barry Carpenter to the three-part format. They were developed in association 

with the project schools during Phases 1 and 2 of the project, and reviewed by project 

advisors. They were further commented upon by special school headteachers and other 

educators, the project steering board and other stakeholders in all project phases. They are 

available on line from http://complexld.ssatrust.org.uk.  

 

 

Suggestions implemented (educator suggestions) 

 

 Simplified language (especially for the classroom sheet) 

 More open and appealing format / layout 

 Professional design 
 

Suggestions implemented (Advisor suggestions) 

 

 To include a glossary (to be included on website) 

 To include an introductory sheet  
 

http://complexld.ssatrust.org.uk/
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Suggestions not implemented due to lack of space/financial constraints 

 

 Use of personalisable space (for the classroom sheet) 

 Use of speech bubbles (for the classroom sheet) 

 Use of pictures / photos / diagrams (for the classroom sheet) 

 

Suggestions to be considered in the future 

 

 Expansion of the conditions covered by the packs 

 Provision of website links for conditions not covered by the packs. 

 

The project implemented suggestions when possible. Rona Tutt, National Association of 

Head Teachers and author, advised on use of plain English. During SeptemberςDecember 

2010, each of the packs was reviewed by one of the multidisciplinary project advisors who 

have specialisms across a wide range of fields.  

 

²Ƙŀǘ ǘƘŜ /[55 ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΩǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǘǊƛŀƭ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǎŀƛŘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ 

packs 

 

Development schools 

At exit interview (relating to January-August 2010, Phase 1 period), the 12 development 

schools were asked to rate the CLDD Briefing Packs using a Lickert scale between 1 (not at 

all useful) and 5 (extremely useful). The following pie chart shows how their responses were 

distributed.  

 

  
 

At Phase 1 of the project, 8 (67%) of the development schools rated the CLDD Briefing Packs 

ŀǎ ǳǎŜŦǳƭ ƻǊ ǾŜǊȅ ǳǎŜŦǳƭΦ bƻƴŜ ǊŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŜƳ ŀǎ Ωƴƻǘ ŀǘ ŀƭƭ ǳǎŜŦǳƭΩ ƻǊ ŀǎ Ψŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǳǎŜŦǳƭΩΦ Four 

(33%) schools rated them ŀǎ ΨǉǳƛǘŜ ǳǎŜŦǳƭΩΣ seven (58҈ύ ŀǎ ΨǳǎŜŦǳƭΩ ŀƴŘ ƻƴŜ ŀǎ ΨŜȄǘǊŜƳŜƭȅ 

ǳǎŜŦǳƭΩ όмл҈ύΦ Four schools followed up their rating with positive comments only, and six 
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with a mixture of positive and negative comments. Four schools commented that the packs 

were too wordy. 

 

UK SEN trial schools 

At exit interview (relating to the SeptemberςDecember 2010, Phase 2 period), the 42 

schools which had used the adapted CLDD Briefing Packs were asked to rate them.  

 

 
 

In Phase 2, following improvements, 81% (n=42) of schools rated the CLDD Briefing Packs as 

useful or extremely useful. Only one school (2.5%) each stated that the Briefing Packs were 

not at all useful or only a little useful; six schools (14%) felt they were quite useful; 19 

schools (45%) thought they were useful; and 15 schools (36%) said they were extremely 

useful.  

 
Schools followed up with comments: 33 schools made all positive comments; four schools 

made positive and negative comments; and four made all negative comments. Nineteen 

schools commented positively on the content, most commonly that it was very 

readable/accessible, that the information was good and thorough, and that they liked the 

strategies and the references. One school commented: 

 

It is useful for various disabilities ς multisensory [impairment], VI etc... A good 
[overview of] current research for setting up classrooms and completing reports. It is 
a good professional basis, a good resource for school to have, a good professional 
development tool.  

 

Three schools commented negatively saying they felt the sheets were too wordy or a lot to 

digest. Eleven schools commented positively on the structure, most saying that they liked 

the three different levels of sheets ς briefing, classroom support and information. One 

school commented negatively that the sheets could be more user friendly.  
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Schools saw a range of applications for the sheets, including continuing professional 

development courses (5), refreshing staff memories (3) when new students arrived in class 

(2), and sharing information with: 

 

 New staff / newly qualified teachers (10) 

 Teaching assistants and support staff (6) 

 Mainstream teachers (3) 

 Colleagues from other disciplines (2) 

 Families (2). 

 

International trial schools 

At exit interview, the 11 international schools which had used the CLDD Briefing Packs were 

asked to rate them as above. 

 

 
 

Eight of the 11 schools (73%) rated the packs as either useful or extremely useful. No 

schools rated them as being not at all useful or a little useful. Three schools rated them as 

quite useful, six as useful and two as extremely useful.  

 

All eleven schools commented following rating the briefing sheets, and all comments were 

positive; none were negative. Ten schools (90%) made positive comments on the content of 

the packs. Again, the readability/accessibility of the packs, the quality and thoroughness of 

the information, and the usefulness of the references were the most commented upon by 

four schools in each case. Two schools commented positively on structure ς one on the 

three levels of the sheets and the other on the layout.  
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RECOMMENDATION 3 

Children with Complex Learning Difficulties and Disabilities are presenting profiles of 
learning need not previously experienced by schools. We recommend that headteachers 
and SENCOs access the free CLDD Briefing Packs, available through the Specialist Schools 
and Academies Trust, and disseminate widely across all of their staff team.  
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ENGAGEMENT PROFILE AND SCALE 

 
 
Principles underlying the resource 
Engagement is the single best predictor of successful learning for children with learning 
disabilities.83 Without engagement, there is no deep learning,84 effective teaching, 
meaningful outcome, real attainment or quality progress.85 It is the essential platform for 
sustainable learning to occur. 
 
The concept of engagement in learning underpins the development of all the resources in 
the CLDD Engagement for Learning Resource Framework. Over the course of the project, the 
following statement and definition of engagement was developed in consultation with the 
project schools and Steering Board: 
 

Sustainable learning can occur only when there is meaningful engagement. The 

process of engagement is a journey which connects a child and their environment 

(including people, ideas, materials and concepts) to enable learning and achievement.  

 
Ruble and Robson describe engagement as both a state and a trait86 and relate it to a number of 

learning behaviours including: willing involvement; time spent on activity; attention; persistence; 

participation; and motivation to attain and master skills. In turn, motivation can be linked to: 

 

 Student confidence in skills and learning 

 Interest in and perceived relevance of tasks 

 Personal enjoyment in activity.87 

 

It has been noted that when students have a degree of control over their own learning, their levels 
of motivation and engagement increase.88 89  
 
The Engagement Profile and Scale is a classroom resource which enables educators to observe and 
document the engagement in learning of a student with CLDD towards a personalised learning target 
and their progress. It allows them ǘƻ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ŀǎ ŀ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊ ŀƴŘ 
create personalised learning pathways. It prompts student-centred reflection on how to 

                                                           
83 Iovannone, R., Dunlap, G., Huber, H. and Kincaid, D. (2003) ΨEffective educational practices for students with 

autism spectrum disordersΩ, Focus on Autism and other Developmental Disabilities, 18, 150ς166. 
84

 Hargreaves, D.H. (2006) A New Shape for Schooling? London: SSAT. 
85

 Carpenter, B. (2010) A Vision for 21
st
-Century Special Education (Complex needs series). London: SSAT. 

86
 Ruble, L.A., and Robson, D.M. (2007) ΨIndividual and environmental determinants of ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ŀǳǘƛǎƳΩΣ 

Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 37( 8), 1457ς1468. 
87 Banyard, P., Underwood, J. and Twiner, A. (2006) ΨDo enhanced communication technologies inhibit or 

facilitate self-regulated learning?ΩΣ European Journal of Education, 41(3 & 4), 473ς489. 
88 /ƻƎƛƭƭ WΦ όнллнύ ΨIƻǿ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛǾŜ ǿƘƛǘŜōƻŀǊŘ ōŜƛƴƎ ǳǎŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛƳŀǊȅ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ŘƻŜǎ ǘƘƛǎ ŀŦŦŜŎǘ 
ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎΚΩΦ ώOnline at: www.virtuallearning.org.uk/whiteboards/IFS_Interactive_whiteboards_in 
the_primary_school.pdf; accessed: 17.5.09] 
89 Hennessy, S., Deaney, R., Ruthven, K. and Winterbottom, M. (2007ύ ΨtŜŘŀƎƻƎƛŎŀƭ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǳǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 

ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛǾŜ ǿƘƛǘŜōƻŀǊŘ ǘƻ ŦƻǎǘŜǊ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜΩΣ Learning, Media and Technology, 32 
όоύΣ нуоҍолмΦ 

http://www.virtuallearning.org.uk/whiteboards/IFS_Interactive_whiteboards_in%20the_primary_school.pdf
http://www.virtuallearning.org.uk/whiteboards/IFS_Interactive_whiteboards_in%20the_primary_school.pdf
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increase engagement leading to deep learning. 
 
Engagement is multi-dimensional, and encompasses: 
 

 Awareness 

 Curiosity 

 Investigation 

 Discovery 

 Anticipation 

 Persistence, and 

 Initiation.  
 
These seven engagement indicators form the basis of the Engagement Profile and Scale. 
 
The Engagement Profile and Scale (see Appendix 6) 
As its name suggests, this resource consists of two interdependent parts ς a profile and 
guidance which is used to record descriptions of how a student engages during a high-
interest activity against each of the seven engagement indicators listed above; and a scale 
template which educators can use to record engagement scores and related descriptive 
observations against the same seven engagement indicators for an initially low-engagement 
activity. 
 
By focusing on these seven indicators of engagement, educators can ask themselves questions such 

ŀǎΥ ΨIƻǿ Ŏŀƴ L ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ǘƘŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǎǘƛƳǳƭŀǘŜ wƻōŜǊǘΩǎ ŎǳǊƛƻǎƛǘȅΚΩ Ψ²Ƙŀǘ Ŏŀƴ L ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ŀōƻǳǘ 

ǘƘƛǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜ bƛƴŀ ǘƻ ǇŜǊǎƛǎǘΚΩ They enable educators to focus on achievable 

dimensions of engagement so that each area is considered and addressed for the student. 

 
Over time, it is possible to record the success or otherwise of interventions, the adjustments 
madeΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ǘƘƛǎ Ƙŀǎ ƘŀŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ score. The outcomes can be 
plotted as a graph with accompanying explanatory commentary, and successful 
interventions generalised to other settings. The Engagement Profile and Scale encourages 
student-centred reflection, supporting educators to develop learning experiences and 
activities arƻǳƴŘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎΦ It gives ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ŀ ΨǾƻƛŎŜΩ ŀǎ ŀ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊ 
in terms of their interests, strengths and how they like to learn.  
 
It is important to recognise the contribution that the student themselves can make to the 

profile and scale; families also will be able to offer unique insights into what can engage 

their son/daughter; colleagues from other professions who are working with the student 

can contribute valuable perspectives.  

 

What is the engagement profile? 

The engagement profile is a document which describes the way a student responds when 

engaged in an activity which is of great interest to them. Their responses are described in 

terms of the seven engagement indicators mentioned above. As many as possible of the 
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ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ high engagement behaviours should be captured in the profile. The purpose of the 

profile is to describe how high engagement behaviours are shown by the student so that: 

 

1. Other teaching staff can consciously recognise them 

2. Educators realise that it is possible to engage the student at a high level, and therefore 

to develop high expectations of their engagement in learning. 

3. Educators may discover what elements of the high engagement activity/activities 

engage the student so that the principles may be transferred in some form to the 

ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ƭƻǿ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŀƛƳ ƻŦ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ in 

those also.  

 

It is most beneficial when a team (including educators ς teachers and teaching assistants ς 

ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ŦŀƳƛly) discusses how a student shows their 

engagement in terms of each of the seven engagement indicators (see above). Once the 

team working with the student develops a shared and consistent perspective of how the 

student shows engagement, they can share observation and recording. It also encourages 

the enrichment of the studentsΩ learning experience through sharing ideas and strategies 

from different perspectives.  

 

 

Case study example 

The high engagement activity for one child with PMLD was watching and listening to pouring 

water. His low engagement activity was food technology ς he would put himself to sleep at 

the beginning and wake up at the end of the lesson. His teacher wanted him to remain 

engaged and enjoy the lesson.  

 

The class team carried out an engagement profile for one of his very few high interest 

activities, which was watching water being poured into a tin from a height. They noted his 

enjoyment of water, of watching the way the water poured and where it came from, and of 

the sound. They also noted how his behaviour showed that he was engaged ς his body 

stilled; he paid close attention and tracked the water from its source to its destination; he 

vocalised. 

 

¢ƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ōehaviour with the water pouring activity showed his class team how intently 

he could be engaged. They now knew how he responded if he was interested in an activity ς 

and had an idea of what interested him. 

 

One way (of several) in which they increased his engagement in food technology was to 

transfer some of the principles from his high engagement activity to the low engagement 

one. When making icing, instead of giving him icing to taste which previously he had 

rejected, the icing was first poured from a mixing bowl held high above a plate so he could 
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watch the way it poured (in the same way he had watched the water poured into a tin in the 

high engagement activity) and listen to the noise. He was entranced, and then became 

interested in the substance itself ς what it felt and tasted like.  

 

From this small adaptation, and others like it, his acceptance of, and engagement in food 

technology was increased until he remained awake and engaged for the whole lesson. He 

began to take part in other food technology activities which he had previously rejected. 

 

 

The Engagement Scale 

The Engagement Scale is used alongside the Engagement Profile. It incorporates the same 

seven engagement indicators mentioned above. However, whereas the Engagement Profile 

is carried out with a high interest activity, the Engagement Scale ƛǎ ǳǎŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ƭƻǿ 

interest activity. 

 

To use the scale, the educator will need to select a low engagement activity for the student, 

and a specific desired learning outcome. This learning outcome may relate to a specific 

activity or a number of different ones. It is important that this learning outcome is specific 

and relevant, as otherwise use of the Engagement Scale cannot be focused. 

 

Following a number of preliminary observations, scored using the scale to act as a baseline 

before making any changes to the activity, educators can begin to plan, record and make 

ƛƴŎǊŜƳŜƴǘŀƭ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜȅ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǿƛƭƭ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ 

engagement.  

 

It is important to make a minimum number of changes ǇŜǊ ǎŜǎǎƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ƭƻǿ 

interest activity. By changing one thing at a time, the student will not be confused or 

ŘƛǎƻǊƛŜƴǘŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƻƻ Ƴŀƴȅ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƛŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜǎΣ ǘƘŜ 

educator will be able to identify the associated modification which can then be transferred 

to other low engagement activities to increase engagement. For students with PMLD, it may 

take many sessions before educators know whether or not the student is responding to a 

change, and the pace of intervention will be correspondingly slow. 

 

At each session, educators can ǎŎƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƻƴ ŀ ǎŎŀƭŜ ƻŦ лς4 against 

each of the seven indicators; the score is made in comparison with the high engagement 

behaviours recorded on thŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ Engagement Profile which represent a benchmark 

high score of four for that student; Engagement Scale scores are understood in this context.  

 

Over the course of a number of sessions, educators will be able to record any change to the 

ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƻŦ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΣ ǘƘŜ ΨƴŜȄǘ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎΩ ǘƘŜȅ Ǉƭŀƴ ǘƻ ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ 
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ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ΨƴŜȄǘ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎΩ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜ ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 

successful and unsuccessful strategies. 

 

A key point 

It is important to realise that the aim of using the Engagement Profile and Scale with a 
student is not to show ever increasing engagement. It may be that after introducing a new 
experience for the student in the context of the activity (e.g. generalising skills to another 
setting; introducing a social interaction aspect to an activity; introducing new elements to 
an existing task) that the ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ scoring on the Engagement Scale falls. However it is 
important to continue to expand and extend ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜs as 
appropriate. The process of encouraging engagement will begin again in that new situation. 
The descriptive commentary provided in the Engagement Scale will allow explanation of 
these important and entirely justifiable ǾŀǊƛŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ŀ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘΦ 

 

! ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ Ƴŀȅ ŀƭǎƻ reduce for reasons external to the classroom (e.g. illness, 

following holidays, a situation outside school, changed medication), and this can also be 

noted on the scale.  

 

Using the Engagement Profile and Scale is an intensive, personalised approach, and it is 

unlikely that educators would want to sustain it for one student with CLDD indefinitely. 

However, knowledge about how a student engages in learning over an intervention period 

can be transferred to other learning situations ς in somŜ ŎŀǎŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ΨŀƳŀȊƛƴƎΩ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎΦ 

 

Characteristics of the Engagement Profile and Scale 

The Engagement Profile and Scale is a process-focused resource, guiding the development 

of personalising learning for students, rather than an outcome-driven resource. It is about 

creating paths to learning readiness for the student so that they can become an engaged 

learner. It is not age or ability specific. 

 

The Engagement Profile and Scale is not purely task orientated. It can be used with any 

activity, task or pursuit where there is a need to support learning. 

 

The Engagement Profile and Scale can be used alongside any curriculum. It is not a 

replacement for curriculum targets and assessment. However, it does show increments of 

progress which may otherwise go unnoticed and uncharted in the pursuit of curriculum 

targets. Although a student might not be fully engaged in an activity, progress can be shown 

in levels of engagement and the commentary. It increases the likelihood that the student 

and educators can experience successful learning outcomes. 
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The Engagement Profile and Scale looks at students with CLDD from a positive achievement 

perspective and guides those working with them to make incremental student-focused 

adjustments to a task to extend their engagement. 

 

Development of the Engagement Profile and Scale 

 

This resource was conceptualised by Professor Barry Carpenter based upon reading of 
relevant literature, and developed in consultation with Barry Coughlan, Clinical Psychologist 
at the University of Limerick and the CLDD Research Project team through focused debate 
during JanuaryςaŀǊŎƘ нлмлΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ƳƻŘƛŦƛŜŘ ƛƴ Ŏƻƴǎǳƭǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΩǎ 
development schools (MarchςJuly 2010), and trial schools (SeptemberςDecember 2010). 
 
Suggestions implemented (educator suggestions) 

 LƴŎƭǳŘŜ ōƻȄ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǇŀƎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŎŀƭŜ ŦƻǊ ƻōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ƳƻƻŘΣ 
etc. 

 Simplify the instructions for how to use the resource 

 Change the definitions of the indicators from dictionary definitions to more user friendly 
definitions 

 LƴŎƭǳŘŜ ŀ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ŎƻƭǳƳƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ǎŎŀƭŜ ŦƻǊ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƻǊǎ ǘƻ ǊŜŎƻǊŘ ΨbŜȄǘ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎΩ 

 Include worked examples. 

 Move the list of scale scores to page 2 of the Scale to make it easier to refer to. 

 Substitute descriptive words for numbers on the engagement scale on page 1. 
 
Suggestions implemented (from researcher observations) 

 Convert the list of seven indicators into something less hierarchical. 

 Provide a mainstream version: minor changes to make terminology more relevant. 

 On page 1 of the scale to separate the space for student targets / strategies used, due to 
educator confusion. 

 Include a second box on page 1 of the engagement scale so that educators could write in 
ǘƘŜ ΨbŜȄǘ ŀŎǘƛƻƴΩ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ŦƻǊǿŀǊŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ ǎŎŀƭŜΦ 

 Put the definitions of the engagement indicators in the same format as the Engagement 
Profile to make it easier to refer to 

 Create a summary sheet to allow educators to record an overview of the intervention 
period for general reference, reviews, etc. 

 Improved guidance for use. 

Suggestions not implemented (from educators) 

 To dispense with definitions (not done: more people found definitions necessary) 

 To make definitions more comprehensive (not done: intended as starting point only on 
which to base student personalised definitions) 

 To rearrange the layout of the scale (not done: spatial constraints) 

 To include a choice of different forms of wording (not done: considered too prescriptive, 
and would reduce personalisation) 

 Simplify / pair / reduce indicators (not done: following Trial school feedback day 
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discussion) 

 Make scale 5-point instead of 4-point (not done: single request) 

 

 

Feedback from Development schools ς Phase 1 

During their exit interview development schools were asked to rate and comment on their 

experiences of using the Engagement Profile and Scale.  

 

 
 

Eight (67%) of the 12 development schools stated that they found the Engagement Profile 

and Scale useful or extremely useful, with three schools finding it useful, and five schools 

finding it very useful. None fƻǳƴŘ ƛǘ Ψƴƻǘ ŀǘ ŀƭƭ ǳǎŜŦǳƭΩ ƻǊ Ψŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǳǎŜŦǳƭΩΣ ŀƴŘ four found it 

ΨǉǳƛǘŜ ǳǎŜŦǳƭΩΦ  

 

[The profile and scale] structured our thinking and set strategies with a systematic 

goal, instead of strategy for strategyΩǎ sake 
 

Of the eight schools which commented further, five spoke positively, saying variously that 

the Engagement Profile and Scale was adaptable (1), and clear and easy to use (2). They 

stated that the profile reinforced that when engaged, children can learn (1); and noted that 

ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƻǊǎ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘŜŘ ŀǊŜŀǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŜƴƎŀƎƛƴƎ όмύΦ This enabled 

educators to reengage students (1). Three schools mentioned its value as a reviewing and 

assessment resource (1), and in gathering evidence (1). One felt was a good record of 

successful and unsuccessful strategies (1).  

 

¢ƘŜǊŜΩǎ ǉǳƛǘŜ ŀ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ǊŜŎƻǊŘ ŦƻǊ ȅƻǳ ǘƻ ƭƻƻƪ ōŀŎƪ ƻƴΦ LŦ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ŀ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŀǎǎƛǎǘŀƴǘ 

who had been working with a young person and they were off the next day, someone 

could pick up ς ƛǘΩǎ ƭike a legacy to work from. 
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Of the three schools which had commented negatively one had found the resource difficult 

to complete, one felt that it needed extending to meet the needs of their student 

population, and the other felt that many of their students did not show more than one of 

the engagement indicators. However, the interviewee then qualified it by saying they 

thought the staff using the resource were missing evidence of student engagement. One 

school said that they found using the Engagement Profile and Scale difficult at first, but with 

time it became easier. 

 

Feedback from UK SEN trial schools on the Engagement Profile and Scale 

Of the 48 schools which rated the Engagement Profile and Scale during their exit interview, 

36 (75%; n=48) schools rated the Engagement Profile and Scale ŀǎ ΨǳǎŜŦǳƭΩ ƻǊ ΨŜȄǘǊŜƳŜƭȅ 

ǳǎŜŦǳƭΩΥ нп όрл҈ύ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ΨǳǎŜŦǳƭΩΣ ŀƴŘ мн όнр҈ύ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ΨŜȄǘǊŜƳŜƭȅ ǳǎŜŦǳƭΩΦ bƻ 

ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǊŀǘŜŘ ƛǘ ŀǎ Ψƴƻǘ ŀǘ ŀƭƭ ǳǎŜŦǳƭΩΣ ŀƴŘ one school ŦŜƭǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ Ψŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǳǎŜŦǳƭΩΦ ¢ǿŜƴǘȅ-seven 

schools followed this up, making a range of positive general comments about the resource. 

Only four schools followed their rating up with a negative general comment, two saying that 

they did not think the Engagement Profile (as distinct from the Engagement Scale) was 

valuable.  

 

 
 

Forty-eight (98%) of 50 schools commented positively on their use of the Engagement 

Profile and Scale in terms of the structure of the resource itself, its application or its 

outcome for students/educators. Three (6%) schools mentioned difficulties they had 

experienced, and two commented negatively. The Engagement indicators will be considered 

in a more detailed discussion below. 
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Forty-five (90%) schools recorded positive outcomes for their students in terms of learning 

(43; 86%) and/or social/emotional development (29; 58%). Thirty-four schools (68%) 

commented positively about the resource itself.  

 

The following comments on the impact of the Engagement Profile and Scale on teaching and 

learning were taken from exit interviews from 50 schools. They were not made in response 

to direct questions, but were spontaneous observations made in the course of answering 

other questions: 

 

Curriculum and assessment (39) 

 11 schools (22%) commented on the resourceΩǎ ŎƻƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘŀǊƛǘȅ to existing curricula 

and approaches. They variously mentioned P Scales, Routes for learning, Assessment for 

learning, B-squared, person centred planning and IEPs 

 Eight schools (16%) said that it had endorsed their own approaches to teaching and 

learning, by formalizing it and giving them a systematic resource to record their work 

with students 

 27 schools (54%) stated that the resource was useful in carrying out observations, 

assessment, monitoring, target setting and/or planning 

 

Planning, assessment, target-setting and progression 

Comments of seven (14%) schools on planning included that it was a very good planning 

tool (2), which made you look for a deeper purpose (1) and enabled teachers to plan better 

(1). Three schools noted that the tool allowed very small steps to be put into place. 

 

Fourteen (28%) schools commented on the use of the tools in assessment. Seven stated that 

the Engagement Profile and Scale was good for assessment / recording / review, with three 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōƛƴƎ ƛǘ ŀǎ ΨŦŀƴǘŀǎǘƛŎΩΣ ΨŜȄŎŜƭƭŜƴǘΩ ŀƴŘ ΨƎǊŜŀǘΩΦ LƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ 

tool showed where the student needed to develop, backed by numeric and descriptive 

evidence. Three schools emphasised that for accurate assessment to take place, the 

assessment task needs to engage the student. Five referred to the importance of the tools in 

developing an evidence base. 

 

Six (12%) schools said that the tools were helpful for developing targets, and one of these 

mentioned that they had helped in breaking down the targets for the student.  

 

In the context of showing progression, 12 (24%) schools indicated the relevance of the 

Engagement Profile and Scale. Three said that it highlighted the need / provided an 

incentive to move students on, even, as one described, when she thought the student was 

progressing. Four schools noted that the tool allowed them to show progression beyond the 

capacity of school assessment structures already in place, with three mentioning B-squared 

and P scales specifically. One school commented that it was: 
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An excellent way of monitoring progress and [gaining] useful evidence for lots of 
background work. It will hopefully also become an evaluation tool of what works for 
individual children, in the hope that the information learned can be generalised to other 
activities. 

 

Twenty schools (40%) commented in positive terms on the general structure of the 

Engagement Profile and Scale, mentioning aspects which they found particularly helpful. 

Two schools (4%) commented negatively, and four schools (8%) made suggestions for 

possible structural changes. 

 

Thanks to the systematic nature of the skills and the next actions column, an activity 

has been created that is specifically designed to engage Adam. He now concentrates 

and succeeds on his ICT activity consistently and clearly enjoys it too. Proof that 

engagement helps and is the basis of learning.  

 

Engagement indicators 

The most wide-ranging discussion about the Engagement Profile and Scale during the trial 

and development phases concerned the Engagement indicators and how they could be 

applied for all students and activities. 

 

The seven Engagement indicators are: awareness, curiosity, investigation, discovery, 

anticipation, initiation and persistence. 

 

Schools were asked specifically about their thoughts on the individual engagement 

indicators and the overlap they had experienced. They answered variously ς some making 

general statements, others mentioning selected indicators only, and others working 

systematically through the list of indicators, so their responses are not directly comparable. 

 

Six schools found that the seven engagement indicators had made the concept of 

engagement more understandable and more manageable.  

 

Thirty-nine (78%) schools acknowledged an overlap between indicators in relation to the 

ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀŘ ǿƻǊƪŜŘ ǿƛǘƘΣ ǿƛǘƘ мн ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǉǳŀƭƛŦȅƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎ ŀǎ ΨǎƻƳŜ ƻǾŜǊƭŀǇΩ ŀƴŘ ŦƛǾŜ 

schools as Ψƭƻǘǎ ƻŦ ƻǾŜǊƭŀǇΩΦ ¢ƘŜ ƻǾŜǊƭŀǇ ƻŎŎǳǊǊŜŘ ǿƘŜƴ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƻǊǎ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜ 

ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ƛƴ ŀ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŀ ǇŀƛǊ ƻǊ ǘǊƛŀŘ ƻŦ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƻǊǎ όŜΦƎΦ ŎǳǊƛƻǎƛǘȅ κ 

investigation). The most common overlaps reported for students were between curiosity 

and investigation (9) and curiosity/investigation/discovery (6). No school mentioned 

awareness or persistence as having an overlap for any students. Two schools state: 

 

Some repetition with the indicators but very useful. WŜ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŦƛƭƭŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

forms without them. 



Website: http://complexld.ssatrust.org.uk   78 
 

 

Very relevant and useful, but to start with it took a while to get used to and use the 

indicators. And I needed extra time to think about the differences between them. 

¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƻǾŜǊƭŀǇ ōǳǘ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ƴŜŜŘŜŘΦ 
 

Following discussion with schools at the UK Trial School feedback day (11.1.11), guidelines 

were drawn up to address the following concerns which arose from overlapping indicators. 

After some debate, the schools attending the feedback day unanimously voted that seven 

indicators of engagement were each a necessary element of engagement and covered all 

the important areas, but that clarity was needed in how to manage them in relation to 

individual students. As a result of discussion around the points below, additional guidelines 

related to the use of the Engagement Profile and Scale have been drawn up. 

 

Identifying behaviour relating to the indicators 

Nine schools said they found that identifying indicator behaviours with their students was 

difficult to start with but became easier, and five schools said they had, for their students, 

found it difficult to identify behaviours which reflected the indicators. Five other schools 

said they had resolved this through class team discussion, and two schools stated that 

through videoing the student, they had been able to see behaviours relating to the 

indicators which initially they had not. 

 

Anticipation was hard to see sometimes. But awareness and initiation brought to 

light a lot for our students, and helped break down engagement well. 

 

There is discussion about overlap with words, but I think that is there for discussion 

with people using the tool. With the Profile, if you get lost on overlap of words it 

ŜƴŀōƭŜǎ ȅƻǳ ǘƻ ƭƻƻƪ ōŀŎƪ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ǿƘŀǘ ŀǎǇŜŎǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŀǘΦ 

 

Six schools raised concerns about scoring pairs of indicators, when they could not be 

differentiated for a particular student. It was advised that in this case the score should be 

ŜƴǘŜǊŜŘ ƛƴ ōƻǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƻǊ ōƻȄŜǎ ǳƴǘƛƭ ǎǳŎƘ ǘƛƳŜ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻurs could be 

differentiated. In this way, the score would not be lowered if the indicator behaviours were 

indistinguishable.  

 

Differences in interpretation of indicator behaviour and scoring 

It was noted that different people working with a student might have different 

interpretation of the indicator behaviours. Five schools said that they had resolved this 

through discussion between all staff involved leading to agreement on what behaviours 

represented the indicators for that student. Two schools also suggested that for them, there 

ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ŀ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƻǊ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊǎ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘƭȅ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

tasks they were engaged in.  
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There is overlap between curiosity, investigation and discovery, but as long as staff 

agreed on the definition for each student that was fine. Even though this was initially 

ƘŀǊŘΣ L ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘǎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ L ŦƻǳƴŘ ǿƘŜƴ ƻōserving they were 

all relevant. 

 

A consistent level of scoring students on the scale should be agreed through discussion 

between all those working with the student.  

 

Scoring positive / negative behaviours using the indicators 

Four schools raised the difficulty of whether to score both positive and negative behaviours 

relating to the indicators. For example, a student could demonstrate positive persistence in 

completing a task, but negative persistence in refusing to take part. It was agreed in the case 

ƻŦ ƴŜƎŀǘƛǾŜ ǇŜǊǎƛǎǘŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƭƻƎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǇŜǊǎƛǎǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

comment box prefacing the scale, but not to score it. Only persistence towards the 

attainment of the previously identified learning outcome/target would be used in scoring 

engagement. 

 

Including elements in a task to allow for indicator behaviours 

Six schools said that in some tasks they had not found elements which allowed the student 

to demonstrate indicator behaviours (e.g. discovery, when a task is being repeated), which 

resulted in a low score. One school suggested that educators should adapt the task to 

include elements in which the student can show indicator behaviours. 

 

With K it was giving him the opportunities to initiate ς [with his usual work] as a set 

ǊƻǳǘƛƴŜΣ ƘŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅ ǘƻ Řƻ ƛǘΦ [ƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŀǘ ǿŀȅǎ ŦƻǊ ƘƛƳ ǘƻ Řƻ 

this is important. 

 

Application of the Engagement Profile and Scale 

Six schools made suggestions about how the Engagement Profile and Scale could be used in 

addition to its primary use as an observation and assessment resource. Suggestions for use 

were: 

 

 As information to support transition (3) 

 Engagement Profiles: as information to support new staff (2), possibly displayed beside 

student 

 ¢ƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎƻƴ ƻǊ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊΩǎ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜƳŜƴǘ ŦƻǊ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ (1). 
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Feedback from international SEN trial schools on the Engagement Profile and Scale 
Of the 15 international trial schools, 12 (80%) schools rated the Engagement Profile and 

Scale as either useful or very useful: eight ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ŀǎ ΨǳǎŜŦǳƭΩ ŀƴŘ four ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ŀǎ ΨŜȄǘǊŜƳŜƭȅ 

ǳǎŜŦǳƭΩΦ bƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǊŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ resource ŀǎ Ψƴƻǘ ŀǘ ŀƭƭ ǳǎŜŦǳƭΩ ƻǊ Ψŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǳǎŜŦǳƭΩΦ 

 

 
 
 
Eight of the 15 schools followed up their rating with a further general positive comment. Six 
schools commented positively on the structure of the Engagement Profile and Scale. Their 
observations included:  
 

 the Profile had made the educator aware of the gaps in the studŜƴǘΩǎ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ 
engagement in an activity (2) 

 in using the Scale, the process of observation progressed naturally to next actions and 
progressing the task (1). 

It was really useful as a tool to determine the way forward for each child. It focused staff 

on adapting their own approaches and procedures. They often make an assumption that 

ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ƛǎ ŘƻƛƴƎ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ƴƻǘΦ 

 

As with the UK trial schools, the international schools commented positively on the 

resourceΩǎ ŎǳǊǊƛŎǳƭǳƳ Ŧƛǘ όнύΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ǳǎŜŦǳƭƴŜǎǎ ŀǎ ŀƴ ƻōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘκƻǊ 

assessment resource (3). Schools also recorded its positive effect on teaching and learning 

(4) and educator focus (2). Of these one school stated that the scale had given them a way 

of recording formally how they were working with their students (1), and other schools had 

found that using the scale had shown both unrealized learning strengths (2) and surprising 

gaps (1) in student learning experiences. One stated that it had led tƘŜƳ ǘƻ ǊŜŀƭƛǎŜ Ψthe 

ǿƻƴŘŜǊŦǳƭ ǉǳŀƭƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ Ƙŀǎ ŀǎ ŀ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊΩΦ 
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It was surprising where the indicators showed there were gaps in learning. It also 

shows up strengths in learning. For example, I was shocked that K could be quite 

persistent ς LΩŘ ǘƘƻught she would give up easily. However, although she does 

ǇŜǊǎŜǾŜǊŜΣ ǎƘŜ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ǎŜŜƪ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎΦ LΩƳ ǘǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘƛƴƪ ƻŦ ǿŀȅǎ ǘƻ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ǘƘƛǎ 

learning behaviour. 

 
Another school remarked that the resource had helped educators to respond more rapidly 
to studŜƴǘǎΩ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƴŜŜŘǎΦ 
 
What international schools said about the indicators 
The indicators and associated comments will not be discussed in detail in this section as 
they have been focused on in some detail above when discussing the UK trial schools above, 
and the issues are similar. 
 
In discussing the indicators, five schools said that initially they had found it difficult to 
identify indicator behaviours for their students/use the scale but that this became easier 
with time. Two schools (one additional to the five) noted variously the subjectivity in 
defining the indicators for each student and the importance of team discussion to address 
this. 
 
Ten schools referred to the overlap between some of the indicators, and raised issues in a 
similar way to the UK schools. Three schools noted difficulty with scoring; one stated that 
they could not comment on the student against every engagement indicator. The most 
commonly recorded category overlap was curiosity/discovery (4). One school in each case 
noted a difficulty with sustaining curiosity when a task was repeated and uncertainty with 
how to record negative/positive persistence in students. The solutions to these issues are 
the same as those described above for the UK schools. 
 
Additional uses proposed for the Engagement Profile and Scale included as information to 
support for student transition (1), and as an annual profile for every student in the school 
(1). 
 
 

RECOMMENDATION 4 

Educators involved in this project have embraced new pedagogy designed around the tenet 
of engagement. We recommend schools consider the introduction of the Specialist Schools 
ŀƴŘ !ŎŀŘŜƳƛŜǎ ¢ǊǳǎǘΩǎ 9ƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ tǊƻŦƛƭŜ ŀƴŘ {ŎŀƭŜ ǘƻ ŀƛŘ ŀƴŘ ŜƴǊƛŎƘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ 
in learning.  
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Engagement Profile and Scale ς Case study 1 

 

Atif attends Year 11 in an all age special school. His statement of SEN includes diagnoses of 
cerebral palsy, severe learning difficulties, epilepsy and cortical visual impairment. His 
epilepsy is largely controlled by medication, but regular smaller seizures impact on his 
engagement in lessons. He has additional difficulties associated with prior streptococcal 
meningitis and a gastrostomy.  
 
!ǘƛŦΩǎ Ǿƛǎǳŀƭ ƴŜŜŘǎ ŀǊŜ ƳƻƴƛǘƻǊŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ {ŜƴǎƻǊȅ {ǳpport Service, and a peripatetic teacher 
for the visually impaired. His sensory processing is complex and hard to assess, but he can 
locate sounds by turning his head and tolerates regular tactile input.  
 
Atif presents with severe receptive and expressive language communication impairments 
relating to profound and multiple learning difficulties. Prior to the project, he 
communicated through facial expressions, vocalisations and body movements but their 
interpretation required detailed knowledge and experience of working with him. This 
restricted the number of people in his life who could respond appropriately to his needs. He 
has been assessed as working at level P2 across all areas of learning. 
 
Intervention: 

The following engagement target and activity were selected to begin to put in place a more 
effective communication system: 
 

 Target: To increase communication using alternative technology (AT) 

 Engagement Scale activity: (1) to trial different ATs with Atif; and (2) to develop its use 
with motivating computer programmes 

 

With advice from Dr Phyills Jones from Florida University, a CLDD Research Project advisor, a 

series of interventions was implemented:  

 

 Intervention 1: Atif was provided with a stationery head switch to build his 

independence and to teach him consistency with the switch, initially with an ICT jigsaw 

activity 

 Intervention 2: Completing the engagement profile suggested that switching through a 

series of images to Michael Jackson music would make a more motivating activity for 

Atif.  

 Intervention 3Υ !ǘƛŦΩǎ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜ ǿŀǎ ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƭŜŦǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōƻŀǊŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǿƘŜǊŜ 

his body position allowed for more comfortable viewing.  

 Intervention 4Υ !ŦǘŜǊ !ǘƛŦ ƘŀŘ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŀǊ ǿƛǘƘ ƻƴŜ ǎǿƛǘŎƘΣ ŀ ΨȅŜǎΩ ǎǿƛǘŎƘ ŀƴŘ ŀ ΨƴƻΩ 

switch were introduced to allow Atif to further develop his communication skills.  
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Observations and scoring using the Engagement Scale ǿŜǊŜ ŎŀǊǊƛŜŘ ƻǳǘ ǘƻ ōŀǎŜƭƛƴŜ !ǘƛŦΩǎ 
communication activities and over the period of the interventions (6.5.10 ς7.7.10), with 
reference to the Engagement Profile as a high interest activity benchmark to ensure 
meaningful scoring. 
 

 

 
 

Explanation 

¢ƘŜ ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ƛƴ !ǘƛŦΩǎ engagement was due to the introduction of the stationery 

switch. This massively increased his purposeful switching and allowed him to work 

independently. He also visibly enjoyed the activity. The introduction of his favorite music as 

a motivator increased his awareness and desire to discover and initiate more within 

activities. The decrease in engagement towards the end of the intervention period was due 

ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨȅŜǎΩ ŀƴŘ ΨƴƻΩ ǎǿƛǘŎƘŜǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǿŀǎ ŀ ƴŜǿ ǎƪƛƭƭ ōŜƛƴƎ ǘŀǳƎƘǘΣ ŀƴŘ 

!ǘƛŦΩǎ ŜƴƎŀƎement decreased in response to this.  

 

¢Ƙƛǎ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ !ǘƛŦΩǎ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ǘŜŀƳ Ƙƻǿ ƘŜ ƭŜŀǊƴǎΦ IŜ ǿŀǎ ǾŜǊȅ ŜƴƎŀƎŜŘ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ 

switching was a simple cause and effect, but when the second switch and new activity 

needed more cognitive processing he became slightly less engaged. He engaged with 

learning when the activity was consistent, and he fully understood what was expected. His 

Ŏƭŀǎǎ ǘŜŀƳ ƘŀǾŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ !ǘƛŦΩǎ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ Ƙŀǎ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜŘ ŀƎŀƛƴ ŀǎ ƘŜ Ƙŀǎ ƭŜŀǊƴǘ ǘƘŜ 

ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨȅŜǎ ŀƴŘ ΨƴƻΩ ǎǿƛǘŎƘŜǎΦ  

 
Engagement Profile and Scale feedback 

!ǘƛŦΩǎ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ǘŜŀƳ ǎǇƻƪŜ ǾŜǊȅ ƘƛƎƘƭȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ resources and approach. They felt it 
helped them to look at students and really begin to understand them. It also seemed to give 
them the time and structure to work on personalising pedagogy for that student. When a 
ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ ǿŀǎ ŦƻǳƴŘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƛǎŜŘ ǘƻ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŀǊŜŀǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ƭƛŦŜΦ  
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Conclusion 

Atif made tremendous progress throughout the short time that data was collected in the 
project. Relatively small changes in approaches and the introduction of appropriate 
technology allowed him to communicate and engage in deep learning. It increased his ability 
to control his environment. His progress has unlocked his potential as a learner and allowed 
his teacher to develop new educational aspirations for him. His class team have seen him 
change from a young man who seemed to ƘŀǾŜ ΨƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ƎƻƛƴƎ ƻƴΩ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ ƳǳŎƘ ƘŀǇǇƛŜǊ ŀƴŘ 
proactive person. They have now got the evidence to set realistic targets for Atif and can 
provide him with appropriate support to achieve them. 
 
¢ƘŜ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀǾŜ Ǉǳǘ ƛƴǘƻ ǇƭŀŎŜ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƭǎƻ ōŜŜƴ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƛǎŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŀǊŜŀǎ ƻŦ !ǘƛŦΩǎ 
life. A switch is now used at home for Atif to control his music and his television choice. 
 
!ǘƛŦΩǎ teacher stated: 
 

The data that the engagement profile and scale has generated has been used in 

reviews to demonstrate how Atif and other students have been engaging within the 

curriculum. It has been seen as an invaluable resource to be able to validate the 

engagement that the students have within the curriculum that may not have been 

demonstrated through traditional assessments... 
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Engagement Profile and Scale ς Case study 2 

 

Fifteen-year-old Liam struggles with behavioural, emotional and social difficulties (BESD), 

learning difficulties, stressful life experiences, and negative educational experiences. His low 

self-esteem and confidence lead to anxiety and frustration, which he expresses in non-

compliance, aggression, disengagement, poor school attendance and absconding. While on 

paper, he did not fit the identified CLDD criteria, the school regarded him as among their 

most complex students so, after consultation, he was accepted into the project. 

 

Taking an engagement approach ǘƻ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭƛǎƛƴƎ [ƛŀƳΩǎ ŎǳǊǊƛŎǳƭǳƳΣ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŘŜǾƛǎŜŘ 

together with Liam an alternative curriculum in which he was supported one-to-one. In 

ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ [ƛŀƳΩǎ ŎƘƻǎŜƴ ŜƴǘŜǊǇǊƛǎŜ ƻŦ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǎŜƭƭƛƴƎ ǎŀƴŘǿƛŎƘ ƭǳƴŎƘŜǎ ǘƻ ǎǘŀŦŦΣ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ 

required to attend some key classes and a nurture group. His investment in his curriculum 

gave him a sense of empowerment and commitment. The enterprise focused his interest, 

and gave coherence to the development of his core subject and social skills in a way that 

was meaningful and motivating to him. 

 

Overall the trial curriculum was a success. Prior to the intervention, Liam struggled to access 

the curriculum in any way, and even to stay in class for a whole session. During the trial, 

Liam remained engaged for whole sessions at a time, even entire days. He demonstrated 

genuine interest and motivation, remaining in school for the duration of every session. He 

seemed happier, less anxious and said he enjoyed the projects he was working on and the 

lessons he had on his timetable.  

 

[ƛŀƳΩǎ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǿŀǎ ƳƻƴƛǘƻǊŜŘ ǳǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ǇǊƻŦƛƭŜ ŀƴŘ ǎŎŀƭŜΦ hǾŜǊ 

the intervention period, his engagement score was 22 ς considerably higher than the 12 

scored for a typical to good level of engagement on the standard curriculum prior to the 

ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩǎ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜ Ǉƻƛƴǘǎ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ŦƻǊ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜƳŜƴǘǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǊŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ 

personal targets, adhering to instructions, being cooperative and staying in class for the 

duration of the lesson system, also showed improvement. He achieved 237 points during an 

intervention week, as opposed to only 129 for a pre-intervention week. For Liam, this was a 

great achievement. 

 

²Ƙƛƭǎǘ [ƛŀƳΩǎ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ŀǘǘŜƴŘŀƴŎŜ Ƙŀǎ ǎƛƴŎŜ ǊŜŘǳŎŜŘΣ ǘƘŜ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭ ǘǿƻ 

week alternative curriculum trial showed staff that this was the right approach for Liam to 

access education. They recognised that in the future his timetable would need fine-tuning to 

maintain positive engagement long-term, and the need for them to remain two steps ahead 

of him in terms of what they offer, so that he always perceives the activities as worthwhile 

and interesting. The success of the engagement approach in personalising the curriculum for 
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Liam has encouraged the school to consider this approach for other students in similar 

situations. 
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INQUIRY FRAMEWORK FOR LEARNING 

 

What is the Inquiry Framework for Learning? 

The Inquiry Framework for Learning is designed as an online resource for educators in 
exploring and developing personalised learning pathways for children with CLDD. It supports 
ŀƴ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŦƻŎǳǎŜǎ ƻƴ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƛƴ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ 
areas of need, through a process of discussion and reflection. It enables educators to map 
the processes they go through in exploring and developing personalised learning pathways 
for students, and gives them a means of demonstrating and justifying this lengthy but very 
valuable inquiry process. The 'Inquiry areas' provide inquiry starting points from which 
educators can begin to build a personalised learning pathway for students in a systematic 
way. Under a series of twelve headings, questions are posed which may be helpful in 
themselves or give rise to further questions and debate. 
 
The learning needs of students with CLDD are so complex that off the peg approaches, 
applied to a small class group or even a few students, rarely meet their educational needs. 
They may be frequently disengaged from learning. Taking an engagement approach allows 
educatorǎ ǘƻ ŎǳǎǘƻƳƛǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ learning strengths and 
interests so they can learn effectively and progress. 
 
 
How it works 
The Inquiry Framework for Learning is organised in two sections: 
 
1. Preliminary profile  
2. Inquiry areas.  

 
The 'Preliminary profile', if fully completed, will result in a foundational document which will 
guide the educatorΩǎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƛƴǉǳƛǊȅΦ 
 
The 'Inquiry areas' provide inquiry starting points from which educators can begin to build a 
personalised learning pathway for students in a systematic way. Under a series of twelve 
headings, questions are posed which may be helpful in themselves or give rise to further 
questions and debate. The questions are not hierarchical, nor comprehensive, but a 
stimulation to further inquiry to support the engagement of the complex individual with 
CLDD. 
 
How the Inquiry Framework for Learning was developed 
The Inquiry Framework for Learning was based on an idea developed by Professor Barry 
Carpenter and Jo Egerton in collaboration with the CLDD core research team. The Inquiry 
Framework was constructed in reference to the inquiry process that the development 
school classroom teams went through in developing successful learning pathways for the 
students they were working with during Phase 1 of the research project (January-July 2010). 
It was trialled and refined in collaboration with trial schools. 
 



Website: http://complexld.ssatrust.org.uk   88 
 

Development schools were asked to record the questions they asked themselves in the 
ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƧƻǳǊƴŜȅǎΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ǿŜre then gathered together and 
categorised so that they could become inquiry points of reference for other educators 
seeking to engage their students. Their questions were further supplemented by those 
drawn from relevant literature, and in discussion with Project advisory group and steering 
board colleagues. 
 
The SEN UK and international trial schools were asked to trial the resource, and also 
proposed additional questions for inclusion.  
 
 

Suggestions implemented (from educators) 
 

 Additional questions included 

 Some questions omitted  

 Making the subsections shorter 

 Making the format more accessible 

 Ability to jump between sections 

 Ability to create personalised lists of questions for individual students 

 Ability to view a maximum of 5 questions per screen to avoid over-facing 
 
 
Suggestions implemented (from researchers) 
 

 Making the questions shorter 

 Where possible splitting groups of questions 

 Ability to navigate easily between the questions and the list of Inquiry areas 

 /ǊŜŀǘŜ ŀ ΨIƻǿ ǘƻ ǳǎŜΩ ǇŀƎŜ όǳƴŘŜǊ Ŏƻƴǎǘruction) 
 
 
Suggestions implemented (from advisors) 
 

 Ability to view a maximum of 5 questions per screen to avoid over-facing 
 
 
Suggestions not implemented (from advisors) 
 

 Restrict number of questions per inquiry area to 5 questions (this was thought to be too 
restrictive) 
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What the CLDD research participants said about the Inquiry Framework for Learning 
 

Development schools 

Of the 10 development schools which used the Inquiry Framework for Learning and have 

completed an exit interview, five (50%) ǊŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ LƴǉǳƛǊȅ CǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ŦƻǊ [ŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŀǎ ΨǳǎŜŦǳƭΩ 

ƻǊ ΨŜȄǘǊŜƳŜƭȅ ǳǎŜŦǳƭΩΣ ǘƘǊŜŜ ǊŀǘƛƴƎ ƛǘ ŀǎ ΨǳǎŜŦǳƭΣ ŀƴŘ ǘǿƻ ǊŀǘƛƴƎ ƛǘ ŀǎ ΨŜȄǘǊŜƳŜƭȅ ǳǎŜŦǳƭΦ Five 

ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǊŀǘŜŘ ƛǘ ŀǎ ΨǉǳƛǘŜ ǳǎŜŦǳƭΩΦ bƻ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǊŀǘŜŘ ƛǘ ŀǎ Ψƴƻǘ ŀǘ ŀƭƭ ǳǎŜŦǳƭΩ ƻǊ Ψŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǳǎŜŦǳƭΩΦ 

 

 
 

Five ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ŦƻƭƭƻǿŜŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǊŀǘƛƴƎ ǳǇ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘǎΣ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōƛƴƎ ƛǘ ŀǎ Ψŀ 

ƎƻƻŘ ǇƭŀŎŜ ǘƻ ǎǘŀǊǘΩ όнύΣ ΨƎƛǾŜǎ ǘƘŜ ōƛƎƎŜǊ ǇƛŎǘǳǊŜΩ όмύΣ ΨǇǳǎƘŜǎ ȅƻǳ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƛƻƴΩ όмύΣ 

ΨƎƛǾŜǎ ȅƻǳ ƳƻǊŜ ŎƻƴŦƛŘŜƴŎŜΩ όмύΣ ΨǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜŘ ƻǳǊ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎΣ ŜƴŀōƭƛƴƎ us to set strategies with a 

ǎȅǎǘŜƳŀǘƛŎ ƎƻŀƭΩ όмύ, good as a tool in the research toolkit (1). 

 

L ǘƘƛƴƪ ƛǘΩǎ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ōŜ ǉǳƛǘŜ ŀ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ ŦƻǊ ǎƻƳŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǘƻ ǎƛǘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ƛƴ 

mind and think of the questions they need to ask, but the inquiry framework is a 

ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƎƻƻŘ ǇƭŀŎŜ ǘƻ ǎǘŀǊǘΣ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ƴƻǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ƭŜǎǎƻƴ ƻǊ 

content but bigger picture like environment, family situations, medical conditions, so 

again it just sort of flags up areas for you to look at. 
 

Two schools όƻƴŜ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŀōƻǾŜ ƎǊƻǳǇύ ŀƭǎƻ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘŜŘΣ ΨLǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ 

ǳǎŜŦǳƭ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ƘŀŘ ƛǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ōŜƎƛƴƴƛƴƎΩΣ ŀƴŘ ΨǎƻƳŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǿƛƭƭ ŦƛƴŘ ƛǘ ŀ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘƛƴƪ 

ŀōƻǳǘ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎΩΦ 

 

There were no negative comments recorded in the exit interviews. 
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UK SEN trial schools 

Thirty-seven of the UK SEN trial schools used the Inquiry Framework for Learning. Fifteen 

schools (41%) rated the resource ŀǎ ΨǳǎŜŦǳƭΩ ƻǊ ΨŜȄǘǊŜƳŜƭȅ ǳǎŜŦǳƭΩΣ with 11 schools rating it as 

ΨǳǎŜŦǳƭΩ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǳǊ ŀǎ ΨŜȄǘǊŜƳŜƭȅ ǳǎŜŦǳƭΩΦ CƻǳǊ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǊŀǘŜŘ ƛǘ ŀǎ Ψƴƻǘ ŀǘ ŀƭƭ ǳǎŜŦǳƭΩΣ ŀƴŘ ŦƛǾŜ 

ǊŀǘŜŘ ƛǘ ŀǎ Ψŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǳǎŜŦǳƭΩΦ 

 

 
 

Whereas the other two research resources in the CLDD Engagement for Learning Resource 

Framework were in a preliminary form at the beginning of the Development Phase of the 

CLDD research project, the Inquiry Framework for Learning was developed from scratch in 

collaboration with schools. It was therefore at a much less polished stage of development 

than the other resources. This is reflected in the way the SEN trial schools have scored it, 

and the comments they have made.  

 

They were relevant questions and to do in our plans. Sometimes you get bogged 

down and you forget. These questions trigger you to remember ς the questions were 

good. However, we found this hard to navigate ς there was a huge amount of 

information. 
 

There was some discrepancy in the way that schools rated the Inquiry Framework for 

Learning, some rating it on its potential for usefulness, some on its actual usefulness, and 

others on its content or structure, as well as combinations of these factors.  

 

After rating the Inquiry Framework for Learning, 23 schools followed this with positive 

general comments about the resource. Ten stated that it had potential to become a useful 

resource, four noted its thoroughness and high level of detail. Three other schools variously 

said that was useful for stimulating debate (1), that it had opened up a dialogue that 
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otherwise would not have been had (1), and that it was useful for assessment (1) and 

setting targets (1).  

 

Useful for refreshing ways of analysing behaviours, etc and to highlight what we 
need to be looking out for all the time. 

 

Four schools made general negative comments, including that they did not see the point (1), 

that it was isolating (1), and hard to get started (1). 

 

Nine schools commented positively about the content, saying that the sets of questions 

were thorough and thought-ǇǊƻǾƻƪƛƴƎ όтύΣ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ŎƻƴǘŀƛƴŜŘ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŀŘƴΩǘ ōŜŜƴ 

thought of (1), and that it was accessible (1). In the one negative comment about content, 

two schools noted that the questions in the Inquiry Framework were ones they would have 

asked anyway. 

 

Fifteen schools made statements about the impact of the Inquiry Framework for Learning 

on practice. Four schools described it as a resource which supported thinking. Two schools 

said that it prompted/framed discussion and generated ideas; two that it prompted and 

jogged memory about which questions needed to be asked; and two that it was good for 

inspiration regarding students they were stuck with. Two further schools thought it useful 

for setting targets. 

 

Structure of the Inquiry Framework for Learning 

Following the comments made by schools below, the structure of the Inquiry Framework 

has been substantially revised to address them.  

 

Relating to the structure of the Inquiry Framework, although four schools commented 

positively, saying that they liked the Inquiry areas and the recording sheets, 32 schools 

made negative comments about the structure. Eleven schools stated that the Inquiry 

Framework took too long to access. Other comments included that the format needed to 

change (4), it was too text dense (8), not user-friendly (7), overwhelming (6) and too much 

to access (6). Schools said that the navigation (4) and access (4) were hard, and that they 

ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ƭƛǎǘǎ όнύΦ 

 

Lots of places to look, not as clear as it could be. If there is lots to look at you lose 

interest due to time constraints. 
 

{ŜǾŜƴ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ƳŀŘŜ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘǎΣ ǘǿƻ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǿŀǊƴŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ΨtŜƻǇƭŜ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ 

answers will be disappointed - ƛǘϥǎ ŀ ƎǳƛŘŜ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ǘƘŜƳΩΦ CƛǾŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǊŜǉǳŜǎǘŜŘ ōŀƴƪǎ ƻŦ 

suggestions/strategies/answers. 
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Eighteen schools made further suggestions, most commonly that the Inquiry Framework 

needed to be easier to access (4), and presented differently (4). Other comments included 

that: 

 

 The resource should be interactive (2) 

 The categories should be split up (2) 

 The organisation should be more hierarchical (1) 

 Instructions should be clearer (1) 

 The resource should be more concise (1). 

 

International SEN trial schools 

Of the 14 international SEN trial schools which used the Inquiry Framework for Learning, 11 

ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǊŀǘŜŘ ƛǘ ΨǳǎŜŦǳƭΩ ƻǊ ΨŜȄǘǊŜƳŜƭȅ ǳǎŜŦǳƭΩΣ with seven ǊŀǘƛƴƎ ƛǘ ΨǳǎŜŦǳƭΩ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǳǊ 

ΨŜȄǘǊŜƳŜƭȅ ǳǎŜŦǳƭΩΦ bƻ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǊŀǘŜŘ ƛǘ Ψƴƻǘ ŀǘ ŀƭƭ ǳǎŜŦǳƭΩ ƻǊ Ψŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǳǎŜŦǳƭΩΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘǊŜŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ 

ǊŀǘŜŘ ƛǘ ΨǉǳƛǘŜ ǳǎŜŦǳƭΩΦ  

 

 
 

Nine schools followed up their rating with a positive general comment, the most common of 

which were that the Inquiry Framework was thorough with lots of detailed questions (4) and 

that the resource made it easy to focus on specific steps for students (2). One school also 

commented that without it they felt it would have been difficult to move to the next step. 

There was one negative general comment saying that there was no advice on how the 

Inquiry Framework related to the Engagement Profile and Scale.  

 

Five schools commented positively on structure, two saying that it was easy to follow, and 

two that they liked the Inquiry areas. One school said they found it difficult to work it out 

procedurally, and, together with one other school, that it was too text dense and there were 
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1 = not at all useful 
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too many questions. One school requested better web access. One school who completed 

their intervention at a later date, used both the old and new versions of the Inquiry 

Framework for Learning. They stated: 

 

The recent changes to the framework on the website has made them less daunting to 
tackle and are now very user friendly. I love that I can print out those questions I feel 
are relevant to my work with a specific student and look forward to using the 
framework in future profiles and scales. 

 

Five schools commented positively on content, four noting that the questions were useful 

and thought provoking. One school felt that the Inquiry Framework gave a holistic view of 

the young people. 

 

Two schools thought the Inquiry Framework was a good assessment (1) and personalisation 

(1) resource.  

 

Seven schools commented positively on the resourceΩǎ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻƴ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ 

educator thinking (3) and focusing (1). An international trial school stated: 

I used enquiry as a method of engaging the staff. This is not so unusual for us. The staff 

are very skilled and experienced. However, initially, they wanted answers, but by the end 

they were more comfortable with it being an inquiry. It enabled them to explore more. 

 

Nine schools made suggestions for further development of the Inquiry Framework including 

the following: 

 

 Could be in paper form (4)  

 Categories should be split up (2) 

 Differently laid out with clearer titles (1) 

 A suggestion bank (1)  

 Further guidance on how to identify priorities and key issues (1) 

 Interactive opportunity allowing people to network and share (1) 

 

RECOMMENDATION 5 

Complex Learning Difficulties and Disabilities will continue to be a growing phenomenon in 
all schools. A culture of inquiry will help to meet the learning challenges displayed by these 
pupils. We recommend ǘƘŀǘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ {ǇŜŎƛŀƭƛǎǘ {ŎƘƻƻƭǎ ŀƴŘ !ŎŀŘŜƳƛŜǎ ¢ǊǳǎǘΩǎ LƴǉǳƛǊȅ 
Framework for Learning.  
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RECOMMENDATION 6 

¢Ƙƛǎ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΩǎ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ōŀǎŜ ŀƴŘ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎ ǿŀǎ ƎǊŜŀǘƭȅ ŜƴǊƛŎƘŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŎƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ 
internationally with other schools, universities and experts. We recommend that the 
International Network for Educational Transformation (iNet), in conjunction with 
Department for Education, considers frameworks for enabling this initiative to be sustained.  

 

 

  



Website: http://complexld.ssatrust.org.uk   95 
 

Inquiry Framework for Learning ς Student impact case study 

 

Lucy is a six-year old girl who attends a day special school. She has a diagnoses of 

!ƴƎŜƭƳŀƴΩǎ {ȅƴŘǊƻƳŜΣ !ǳǘƛǎǘƛŎ {ǇŜŎǘǊǳƳ 5ƛǎƻǊŘŜǊΣ Dƭƻōŀƭ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘŀƭ 5Ŝƭŀȅ ŀƴŘ {ŜƛȊǳǊŜ 

Disorder. Her barriers to learning are her obsession with food / eating, and her need to 

mouth objects and substances. [ǳŎȅΩǎ ǎǘŀŦŦ ǘŜŀƳ ǿŜǊŜ ǳƴǎǳǊŜ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ƘŜǊ ƳƻǳǘƘƛƴƎ ǿŀǎ 

caused by an uncontrollable desire to eat mostly inedible objects (pica), a common 

ǎȅƳǇǘƻƳ ƻŦ !ƴƎŜƭƳŀƴΩǎ ǎȅƴŘǊƻƳŜΣ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƻŦ ŀ ǎŜƴǎƻǊȅ ŘŜǎƛǊe to chew and mouth 

objects due to sensory integration difficulties. 

 

At the beginning of the CLDD Research Project development school phase, Lucy was unable 

to take part in art activities without constant one-to-one attention. Lucy was driven by a 

need to mouth resources used in sensory learning activities ς paint, foam, cornflour, sand, 

glue, glitter. [ǳŎȅΩǎ ǎǘŀŦŦ ǘŜŀƳ ǿŜǊŜ ƪŜŜƴ ŦƻǊ ƘŜǊ ǘƻ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǎŜƴǎƻǊȅ Ǉƭŀȅ 

activities, but her difficulties were a significant barrier, and she required constant one-to-

one adult support to enable her to participate.  

 

[ǳŎȅΩǎ ŎƻƳǇǳƭǎƛƻƴ ƳŜŀƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘŜ ǿŀǎ ǳƴŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘ ǘƻ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ ǾŜǊōŀƭ ƻǊ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ 

prompting to stop this behaviour. Using the Inquiry Framework for Learning questions, her 

staff team explored ways forward. The questions and their responses for Lucy are below 

 

Q:  In which situations are these issues a cause for concern?  

A:  During sensory play involving liquids/semi solids such as paint, corn-flour, shaving 

foam and granular solids such as sand and glitter. 

 

Q:  What is the evidence?  

A:  [ǳŎȅΩǎ ŘŜǎƛǊŜ ǘƻ ƳƻǳǘƘ ŀǇǇŜŀǊǎ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ǎǘǊƻƴƎŜǊ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǳǘƘƛƴƎ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎŜǎΦ {ƘŜ 

becomes fixated. She starts to display spontaneous chewing motions with her mouth 

even when not actually chewing.  

 

Q:  In which situations are these issues not a cause for concern with the student?  

A:  None known for these substances - Lucy is not deterred from mouthing by 

unpleasant tastes. 

 

Q: What sensory experiences does the student dislike?  

A:  Lucy does not generally display the same behaviours towards non-food solids unless 

she has started mouthing/eating liquids/granules first.  

 

Q:  What strategies have different people tried so far ς successful and unsuccessful?  

A:  Lucy does not respond to either verbal or gestural prompts to stop mouthing. 
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Q:  In what way can we adapt her environment/learning experience/ activity to enable 

them to focus on learning?  

A:  Lucy could be given something alternative to chew (e.g. Chew tube? Chewlery?). 

 

[ǳŎȅΩs class team decided to provide her with Chewlery (chewable jewellery) to see whether 

by providing this alternative sensory feedback through chewing, Lucy would be better able 

to engage in sensory play activities.  

 

Evidenced using the CLDD Research ProjecǘΩǎ Engagement Profile and Scale, Lucy 

demonstrated tremendous progress. Staff particularly noted that having the Chewlery 

available seemed to enable Lucy to respond to verbal and physical prompting not to mouth 

the resources as she was able to mouth the Chewlery instead. Lucy also rapidly overcame 

her need for the Chewlery too, so that a few months after the introduction of the Chewlery, 

Lucy no longer required it and was able to engage fully and independently in a range of 

sensory activities without it. 

 

             
 

[ǳŎȅΩǎ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊ ǎŀƛŘΥ  

 

Lucy has amazed us. When we started on this journey we were not sure if it was 

achievable, but she has proved us wrong and surpassed all our expectations.  

 

 






































































































































































