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Background
As with any area of our new school – our vision, our curriculum, our approach to teaching and so
on – our provision for students with special educational needs had to be clearly defined from the
outset. Our teaching and learning policy was a great starting point. It sets out our core belief that
no child, whatever their individual needs or previous experience, should be labelled. It states that
every student is entitled to a full, challenging curriculum; that every student can tackle proper
subjects and access complicated ideas; and that every student has the capacity to learn, achieve
and go on to make a full contribution to society.
Our founder group of staff all shared this belief. We all ‘assumed the best’ about our students –
assumed that they were keen, enthusiastic and wanted to and were able to learn. The list below
is from our first training session together as a staff:

The Ark Academy non-negotiables
We will always…
1

Arrive at the classroom before the students
and the bell and be at the door to greet
every student as they enter the classroom.

2 Use eye contact, hand-shakes and smiles
to make every student feel welcome
as they enter the classroom.
3 Make a point of smiling and saying hello
to any pupil whom we sanctioned last lesson.
This list goes on, but I loved that it started like this, and that the word ‘smile’ appears in two
out of the first three. At Ark Academy we know that any model of an ‘inclusive school’ begins
with a core belief that everyone can learn, everyone deserves great lessons, and we should
always smile, say hello, and welcome students into our classrooms. Yes, students have different
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needs that must be taken account of, and yes, there are barriers to achievement that need to be
understood and overcome. But our approach started from the fundamental belief that all children
should feel fully included in every aspect of school life.
The Principal often talked about getting the ‘right people on the bus’, and luckily for me, the right
people had an inclusive attitude. They did not view ‘special needs’ as something that happens
in a different department, in a different (sometimes far away) part of the school. What was clear
from the minute we moved into the new building was that teachers were naturally making their
classrooms ‘SEN friendly’ with colourful displays, and were creating a welcoming environment.
This has continued to be a feature of our school which is commented on by visitors.
So the climate had been set. Recruitment and induction had emphasised the importance of
civitas, and our belief that all students can achieve. Now we needed to work out the policies and
systems that would make Ark Academy an inclusive school.

The inclusive model
Careful
transition
arrangements
Classroom Timely and
teaching and targeted
schoolwide interventions
routines

There are three parts to our inclusion model, as shown in the diagram above. First are the
arrangements for transitioning students from Year 6 to Year 7. Then comes classroom teaching:
This is carefully differentiated for SEN students, and supported by an ongoing dialogue between
Pupil Support and subject teachers, by our use of LSAs, and through our school wide routines.
The final part is about interventions – targeted support in order to pre-empt issues and avoid
students falling behind. I’ll describe each part in detail.
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Primary–Secondary Transition
A distinctive feature of our school, and one that Ofsted praised explicitly in their 2010 report, is
our transition procedures. Transition can be a difficult time for any student, but for those students
with special or additional needs, the time can be particularly stressful, both for them and for
their families. The aim behind our transition arrangements is to ensure all relevant information
from primary schools is passed onto secondary teachers. If you’re not careful, all the work that
professionals have put into helping a student in Key Stage 1 and 2 can be lost, and secondary
schools end up reinventing the wheel. However, whilst we use the information given to us by
primary schools, we also form our own opinions – we do not label. Often the issues faced at
primary school change once a child is at secondary school, and new issues may arise of course.
We wanted to avoid the problem Ofsted describe below, and give students a fresh start:

“Inspectors also saw some schools that identified pupils as having special
educational needs when their needs were no different from those of most
other pupils.” 1
The belief behind our transition process is that preparation is the key. The more preparation we
do in advance, the smoother the transition. Here are the details:
l	Every student is visited in their primary schools by a member of the Senior

Leadership Team or Inclusion Coordinator.
l	Students are then invited to attend a meeting with their parents at Ark Academy
where expectations are clearly defined. These ‘parent interviews’ enable parents
and child to know what they are ‘buying into’.
l	Next is a Year 6 induction day in the summer term, when baseline assessments in
maths, English and science are taken, and students have their first lessons in the
academy. We use the baseline results alongside the KS2 SATs scores, to place
students in the correct class groups in Year 7.
l	For those students with special educational needs, further visits to the school
are arranged for them and their parents to alleviate any concerns. Advice from
professionals is sought and their ongoing support is secured. Partnership working
is the key here.
l	Learning support assistants are assigned to each child with a statement.
l	Using the information gathered from primary visits and parent interviews we
consider who would be the right form tutor in the right classroom.
l	Support is requested from site managers to ensure health and safety needs are
met – this is particularly important when a child has specific medical or physical
needs as outlined in their statement.

1

Ofsted review of special educational needs and disability (September 2010)
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In other words, lots of little things are considered which, as a whole, make the difference between
the transition process being a success or failure.

Spring term:
Year 6
child is
offered a
place at
Ark Academy

2

May:
SLT member
or Inclusion
Coordinator
visits
primary
school

2

May:
Y6 student
attends a
parental
interview
with the
Principal or
member of
the senior
team

2

June:
‘Taster
day’ for Y6
students
who are
joining the
academy in
September

2

June/July:
Any
statemented
students
visit the
school on
an individual
basis, often
with support
from other
agencies

2

July/August:
Information
is passed on
to teaching
and support
staff

2

September:
Year 7
students
engage in a
week long
induction
process

Where a student has a statement of special educational needs, the process also involves liaison
with other agencies and services. For example:
l	BOAT – Brent Outreach Autism Team
l	Physiotherapists
l	Occupational therapists
l	Visual Impairment Advisor
l	Complex Needs Advisor

A student with a statement indicating more complex needs will also need more than the one visit
with their year 6 peers. A number of separate visits may be required prior to starting in year 7.
For these students, our key consideration is how we can ease the apprehensions of the parent,
the teacher and the child. The extra visits, meetings and correspondence helps the student to
familiarise themselves with their new school, the parents to feel confident their child’s needs will
be met, and the teachers to feel equipped to deal with students whose needs are different or
additional to the majority. A lot of this is about confidence building.
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Teaching & Learning and SEN students
Great SEN provision starts with great teaching. ‘Beating Bureaucracy in Special Educational
Needs’ (Gross, J. 2008) offers a very full list of teaching strategies required for SEN students.
The interesting thing for us is how many from this list are included in the core practices of an Ark
Academy classroom – they are not specific to SEN learners.

“Inspectors found many pupils would not be identified as having special
educational needs if schools focused on the improving teaching and
learning for all.” 2
I’ve included some examples here:
To help a pupil with ADHD to work independently:
l	Actively teach core routines.
l	Give independent work that has been previously been modelled to the whole class.
l	Provide support in the form of writing frames, relevant classroom displays and
prompt cards.
To help pupils with learning difficulties:
l	Model to the pupil that making mistakes is OK and all part of the learning process.
l	Make learning strategies clear by ‘thinking aloud’ yourself.
l	Give the pupil time to think, or talk to a partner before answering a question, or say
‘I’m going to come back to you...’
To help pupils with a speech and language difficulty:
l	Give directions before, but not during an activity.
l	Use the pupil’s name before asking a question or giving an instruction.
l	Encourage conversation by commenting on what the pupil has said rather than
asking a series of questions.
To help pupils with Behaviour, Emotional and Social Difficulties (BESD)
l	Seat pupil with a more settled peer.
l	Use a planned reward system for appropriate behaviour.
l	Make an effort to ‘catch the pupil being good’ and praise them. Aim for a ratio of
four positive comments to one negative.

2

Ofsted review of special educational needs and disability (September 2010)
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To help a pupil with Dyslexia:
l	Teach pupil strategies to improve organisation, such as diaries and checklists of
equipment that they have to bring to school each day.
l	Write down homework for pupil, or give it on a pre printed sticky label or sheet that
they can stick into their book.
l	Avoid asking the pupil to copy from the board – use a photocopied transcript
instead.
At Ark Academy we do all these things, every day and for every child. They are all detailed in our
Teaching and Learning policy, covered in our staff training programme, and focused on in lesson
observation. The good practice happening consistently in classrooms throughout the school
means that we are already supporting students with special needs whilst making them feel no
different to anyone else. No student should feel inferior to others because they learn differently.
Unless they feel confident, secure and happy, how can they achieve their best? ‘Emotional States
affect learning’ – another one of our 13 treasures.
At Ark Academy, what we have in abundance is Quality First Teaching3 (or QFT) in every
classroom.
Quality First Teaching establishes for all learners:
l	a sense of belonging with the peer group;
l	the quality of teacher, supporting adult, and learner relationships;
l	peer group relationships;
l	classroom routines and social disciplines;
l	strategies for independent working;
l	Understanding of how whole school policies apply to classrooms (for example,
behaviour).

“The more effective QFT is, the less need for intervention. For pupils
with less significant learning difficulties, effective QFT could result in
fewer pupils being identified with special educational needs.” 4

3
4

Edwards, S.– The SENCO Survival Guide (2011)
Edwards S, ibid
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But we accepted that great teaching doesn’t catch everything. As Edwards says:

“…however effective quality first teaching is (Wave 1), some learners
need additional intervention at some point in their schooling. While
some pupils may only need intervention now and again to enable them
to keep up with age related expectations (Wave 2), for some pupils with
more significant needs, intervention may need to be more frequent,
intensive and personalised (Wave 3).” 5
Intervention can refer to any teaching arrangement that is in addition to Wave 1:
l	a specified programme;
l	flexible LSA support – for example, daily counselling;
l	a personalised strategy to address a target;
l	adaptations to the learning environment.

But the message was clear – SEN teaching wasn’t a bolt on, it was an extension of what we do
anyway. Outstanding teaching and outstanding SEN teaching – I’m not really sure I know the
difference.
Beyond the classroom, a school wide sense of belonging was crucial to our inclusive culture.
A lot of this stems from the House system, which can get pretty competitive at times - and not
just amongst the students! The House system gives students the chance to get involved in
competitions that reward a range of talents, not just being literate or numerate. House events
involve art, music, drama, debating, sport and charity events with fund raising. It’s so satisfying
to see students with SEN getting involved in all school activities, including those associated with
their house.
The core values of the school – Civitas, Excellence, Participation and Persistence – also create
an overarching sense of belonging. What is interesting is that a commendation (for 5 merits)
cannot be awarded without one civitas merit. A civitas act could include a voluntary helpful action
benefiting a peer or adult within the school. We love civitas at Ark Academy – and what’s not to
love about it?

5

Edwards S, ibid
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Behaviour & routines and SEN students
But ‘the way we do things’ doesn’t just extend to the way we teach. Interlinked with our teaching
are the expectations and routines that we consistently apply across the school. These directly
benefit SEN learners.
Some of the school-wide routines that help make us more inclusive are:
Lesson routines. For example, the pledge at the beginning of every lesson, clapping or hands up,
or subject specific routines like Times Table Rock Stars in maths.
Seating plans with identified need and justification. These are shared with LSAs in advance.
A sense of togetherness and belonging. This is vitally important: strong form groups, a vibrant
house system, engaging assemblies - all of these things help ‘include’ people. Singing the school
song and getting the endorphins flowing – what better way to feel part of something?
A sense of fun and enjoyment. Students love their lessons here because teachers plan exciting,
varied activities – and aren’t scared on making fools of themselves!
Use of visual stimulus and music. This is the norm in lessons here, appealing to different
learning styles.
Co-planning. Because teachers plan lessons as departmental teams they are able to discuss
differentiation strategies and share good ideas. Also the creation of high quality differentiated
resources is made easier because they can be shared amongst the team.
Recognition. This means so much to us all, and students and parents are no different. We
recognise and reward students here as a matter of course: Merits, postcards home, celebration
assemblies, bright and colourful displays celebrating student achievement and much more.
Curriculum entitlement. All students study the same fertile questions, regardless of their current
attainment. Teachers look for simplified ways of accessing the same work, but don’t change the
key concepts or ideas. As we say here we always look for ‘junior versions’ of the big ideas, and
never follow a remedial curriculum.
An emphasis on progress not attainment. Rewards assemblies, corridor displays, parental
reports - in fact the whole conversation the school is having with students about their results
- is geared toward the progress they have made from their starting point, not their absolute
attainment. This is key: in our eyes you can be a new language learner moving from a level 1B to
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a 3B in Year 7, and this achievement (2 levels) outstrips the level 5 students who have moved to
Level 6 (1 level).
An extended school day. This allows those students who are working below national expectations
to get the extra help they need through the enrichment programme: homework club, literacy
booster, passport maths. In most cases enrichment intervention avoids the need for withdrawal
lessons (withdrawal often leads to feelings of exclusion rather than inclusion).
Lunch clubs in the Pupil Support area. Social times can be difficult for some students and it’s
important for them to know there is a smaller environment they can go to for some down time
at lunch. They may need some help with homework, want to complete a jigsaw, or just talk to an
adult. A place to make friends, if you will.
Sound like an obvious point, but having teachers who really do like spending time with students
and are happy to sit with them in the canteen, have a chat in the playground, and generally model
the kind of friendliness you expect from them. We aim to live CIVITAS.
100% coverage for morning reading. SEN students often need targeted reading catch-up
sessions, but in some schools they can feel stigmatised by being made to attend these. They
make students feel different and inferior because they are missing out on a ‘core’ activity to
attend reading. Also, if you are struggling at reading, then just being given more reading on your
timetable may not be the answer, especially if it is in a slot when your mate has something else.
But here at Ark Academy, as explained in an earlier case study6, all students start every day with
a reading lesson. This avoids the negative image attached to being taught reading, and allows
students to catch up more quickly.

6

Morning reading case study – Ark Academy 2012 Case Studies
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The importance of ‘soft’ factors
I also think that our approach to diet and nutrition helps make the school more inclusive. This list
is a good summary of what we do:
l	Drinking water – free water bottle provided when you join the academy, and the

expectation is that you carry it with you at all times.
l	Fresh school dinners every day – no packed lunches or visits to the local shops
allowed here. This has an equalising effect.
l	Free breakfast for students in receipt of FSM.
l	Hot and cold food at break time to keep us going until lunch.
l	Free fruit at 3.50pm for every child before enrichment.
You may well ask what these have to do with inclusion? These are all levellers, and mean that
every pupil is given the sustenance they need to have sufficient energy and brain power to work
to their full potential. We are not relying on home to provide a balanced diet because we cannot
control that, but we can control what they consume between 8.15am and 5pm and ensure they
can get through the longer school day.
We really encourage drinking water throughout the day and this again is modelled by teachers.
If the Principal or member of SLT enter a classroom they will expect to see water bottles on the
table and drinking water is permitted during lessons. We know that if brains are not hydrated they
will not function to their full capacity.
The school meals are made on site and are always well balanced and nutritional – most of the
teachers eat them too. There’s very much a family feel to eating at Ark Academy and we know
that’s important – not all of our students have a dining table at home. We don’t have lunchtime
supervisors – teaching staff have duties in the dining hall and on the playground when they have
a chance to chat to the students on a different level.
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Precise and timely interventions
The enrichment period of our school day gives us the chance to intervene in a child’s education
where we think they may need extra support. Currently interventions address underachievement
in maths, English, science, MFL or homework. The list will broaden out as we approach GCSE. The
beauty of the extended day is that students are not being ‘removed’ from another lesson in order
to receive this extra support, which can be the case in some schools. Here is a summary of the
interventions we currently offer:
Kids Company
Ark Academy has a contract with Kids Company that guarantees us access to Kids Co therapists
during the year. Referrals made for students with social, emotional and behavioural needs are
considered individually by the Kids Co team. Students are then offered 1:1 or group therapy.
Therapies currently include music, art, performing arts and 1:1 counselling.
Speech, Language and Communication
ARK’s Speech, Language and Communication (SLC) Therapist Carly Biggam undertakes individual
assessments which can help teachers to understand the nature of students’ difficulties if they
are related to SLC Needs. She also trains LSAs in teaching programmes specific to meet the
needs of individuals experiencing problems in this area of learning.
Literacy Booster
A targeted enrichment programme for students working below Level 4 in English. LSAs work
alongside the English department to deliver these sessions.
Passport maths
A targeted enrichment programme for students working below Level 4 in Maths. One key LSA
works alongside the Maths department to deliver these sessions.
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Science Clinic
A targeted enrichment programme for students underachieving in Science.
MFL Clinic
A targeted enrichment programme for students working below target in MFL.
Reading support
1:1 or small group reading with an LSA for those students with the lowest reading ages. This
takes place in pupil support during morning reading time.
Phonics
Beginner learners of English benefit from the fact that our primary school is on the same site – in
fact the pupil support corridor leads directly to the primary school.
LSA mentoring
All school action students have a named LSA who acts as a mentor to them and will meet termly
with them, discuss their most recent attainment data and set targets on an IEP. The mentor will
also be a point of contact and source of support in addition to the form tutor on a daily basis.
Pupil Support HW Club
Two LSAs run the pupil support homework club Monday to Thursday. Students with SEN or a
significant number of homework detentions in the last half term are invited to attend. Students
receive extra help and support to complete their homework before going home. They also have
the use of the facilities – books, ICT – not all have an area to work at home.
Pupil support lunch club (Social and Homework support)
Students receive extra help with homework, use the computers, play board games, engage in arts
and crafts activities. This is open to all students, but students on SA/SA+ stage of the register of
concern are targeted. Many students find they make friends in this environment, and enjoy talking
to the adults there.
Anger Management and Behaviour Awareness
These workshops provide strategies for a range of issues such as managing anger, addressing
and identifying behaviour issues and creating strategies to handle them.
Girls in harmony
This is an enrichment that aims to encourage our young girls to unite, support and collaborate
with each other through speech, art, creative writing, presentations, discussions, song, dance,
excursions, projects and much more.
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Reflection
I’ve tried to show here that the ‘inclusive’ features of our school benefit more than just those
students with special educational needs. They benefit all students, it’s just that some need
them more than others. They may not need to take advantage of the support forever; indeed
the whole point is that ultimately most students will not need pupil support homework club, or
passport maths, or a dedicated LSA in lessons. These are temporary interventions designed to
get students back on track. If they start to seem permanent then something is going wrong. Our
ultimate aim has to be that the support in whatever form is provided for a specific period of time
and then the student is able to move on.
There is no way that an inclusion department can work in isolation from the rest of the school.
What is inclusive about that? Pupil support departments who do not get support from the
rest of the school cannot be as effective as one which is embedded in the school’s culture and
constantly communicating with teachers.
One of the things I was keen to avoid was a special needs department with negative
connotations. I’ve seen these quickly lead to a situation where students don’t want to be involved
with the provision that’s on offer, no matter how good it is. We want students to be excited to
come to pupil support and to recognise that special needs are nothing to do with innate ability.
They are barriers to achievement which we need to remove, but they can be removed (or at least
reduced). We recognise that learning, behavioural or emotional needs – if they are not dealt with
– will prevent a pupil from being fully included in the life of the school and from achieving their
potential.
Arguably, it may well have been easier for us to achieve this level of inclusion because we are
a start up school, and initially had just one year group to focus on. The challenge now is to
maintain the standard we set for ourselves, and ensure that all future members of staff ‘buy in’
to our inclusive policy, and all future students feel as happy as our current ones do, regardless
of any ‘special needs’. Special needs – I don’t like the term. Aren’t we all special in our own
way? I much prefer ‘pupil support’. That’s different: don’t we all need support at times? From
our colleagues? From our families and friends? We all need support of some kind at some time,
and there should be no shame in asking for it, and no negative connotations associated with it.
There is, for example, a need for me to seek support from specialists to ensure that inclusion is
successful for our statemented students.
We may have had it easier because with a new building we have all the necessary practical
needs; a lift, wide corridors, a playground which is totally accessible due to sloping ramps etc.
We also have a full time on site school nurse, support from ARK’s speech and language therapist
and we are moving towards a stage where we can offer full time support on site from trained
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therapists and counsellors in the form of Kids Company. However, to me inclusion is a state of
mind, a willingness to put in that extra effort when it’s needed because not all children are the
same.
So to summarise, what does inclusion really mean?
l	Inclusion – being included
l	Include – involve, take into account, embody
l	Including – all together, all embracing, overarching
l	Inclusive – all in

To put those words in context, here’s what we do:
l	We include and involve every child.
l	We take into account and consider differences and needs.
l	We embody our core values – civitas, excellence, participation and persistence.

(Persistence being a particularly important quality for a student who may have
additional needs).
l	We comprehend that there are barriers to achievement for some children and
understand what we can do to help overcome them.
l	We’re all in this together (the lines of a house song, I believe) and this is
something we have said over and over again throughout the year. We have a unique
opportunity to create something special from scratch together (staff and pupils
alike).
l	Our attitude and approach to inclusion is all embracing and overarching.
Inclusion is not rocket science - in many ways it is common sense. It is about putting yourself in
someone else’s shoes and thinking:
l	How would I feel if I was that child?
l	How would I want to be treated?
l	How would it feel if I couldn’t read that or complete that work?
l	How might that in turn affect my confidence or my behaviour or my ability to

complete my homework?
If we remember this everyone is included and everyone is happy.
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In November 2010 Ofsted recognised how inclusive we are7 when they reported that:
l	The pupil population is diverse but nevertheless, the academy achieves a strong

inclusive ethos.
l	The vast majority of pupils, including pupils who find literacy difficult, are willing
to participate with well-constructed answers offered to the rest of the class for
further analysis. This was one of the ways that illustrated how safe they feel in
working in the academy.
l	There is a strong sense of community and the citizenship ethos is evident
throughout lessons. Pupils have a growing understanding of how they may take a
full part in society. They report that they can talk to teachers and other adults if
they need to. They confirm they are well supported by staff who will always help
them when they ask for assistance.
l	The quality of learning for pupils with special educational needs and the progress
of SEN students is outstanding.
l	Teaching at Ark Academy is inspiring and highly tailored to individual needs.
The document below seems to me to describe the principles and ethos necessary for all pupils
to be actively involved in all aspects of school life. It is from the DfE SEN toolkit and as such is
designed to ensure that the needs of students with special educational needs are met. However
this summarises for me that inclusion is not just about specific groups of children, it is about
everyone – all together – all in – all involved.

7

Ofsted report – Ark Academy – November 2011
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