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Abstract

Partnership working with parents has a long history in Special Educational Needs and Inclusion policies
and legislation, from Warnock (DES, 1978) through to the current proposals (DfE/DoHSC, 2023).
However, participatory decision-making, and practices fostering co-production, have failed to be
consistently established and embedded within education across England (Boddison and Soan, 2021),
resulting in persistent dissatisfaction and low parental confidence in the system (Sales and Vincent,
2018; National Audit Office, 2019; HoCEC, 2019). Critical reviews of the Special Educational Needs and
Disabilities (SEND) system have highlighted these inadequacies and have endorsed co-production as
a way to address the challenges because ‘the best performing SEND systems are those with a
consistent focus on co-production’ (DfE/DoHSC, 2022: 75). Therefore, this study sought to provide
greater understanding of parents’ and SENCOs’ experiences of ‘co-production’ and their perspectives
on participatory decision-making in applying for and managing Education, Health and Care plans.
An initial scoping questionnaire to parents (n.76) and SENCOs (n.84) was followed by seven semi-
structured interviews analysed using an Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) framework.
IPA was selected to foreground the individuals’ experiences, including member-checking of the
analytic process. Points of convergence and divergence gave insights on the wider challenges parents
and SENCOs face understanding and enacting co-production as envisaged in the SEND reforms (2014)
and the current political agenda.
Findings highlighted that there is much confusion related to co-production, and the foundations for
collaborative practice needs to be evident before a move towards more participatory models, such as
co-production, can be considered. Three fundamental areas were identified to build the foundations
of co-production. Firstly, the conceptualisation of the SENCO as a caring educationalist to oppose the
performative driven agenda because co-production will not happen without care. Secondly, the need
for effective dialogue to improve working together, with appropriate training and frameworks to
enable this to happen because co-production will not happen without communication. Thirdly, the
need for a change in power differences and the systemic structures the SEND system sits within. How
we support participatory decision-making is of primary importance because co-production will not
happen without choice.
These findings not only contribute to the existing body of knowledge on partnership working, but also
provide new knowledge relevant to the development of co-productive practices between parents and
SENCOs. The findings are relevant to school leaders, local authorities, and policy makers in planning
the current government agenda for wider implementation of co-production (DfE/DoHSC, 2023)
because ‘every year that passes without a well-functioning SEND system is another year of a child’s
education that is failing’ (House of Lords, 2022: 92).
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Glossary and list of acronyms
Child — the term child has been used to represent the child or young person.

EHC needs assessment — Education, Health and Care needs assessment. This is the legal process that
local authorities must apply according to the Children and Families Act (2014).

EHC needs assessment and planning process — Is the phrase used to refer to the application process
for an EHC plan, as well as reference to management of the EHC plan which happens after it has
been issued.

EHCP or EHC plan - Education Health and Care plan

High needs funding - High needs funding is specific funding schools can apply to their local authority
for when children in their schools who have more significant needs requiring higher levels of
financial support beyond the notional SEN budget (Education and Skills Funding Agency, 2023).

IPA — Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis
LA — Local Authority
LEA — Local Education Authority

Parent/s — the term parent/s refers to both parents and carers of children with SEN/SEND (this
includes formal and informal arrangements where there are caring responsibilities in place).

Professionals — The term professionals is used to represent the wider professions beyond the
SENCOs role which children and families might be working with as part of the EHC needs assessment
and resultant management of the plan.

SEN — Special Educational Needs
SENCO — Special Educational Needs Coordinator

SEND — Special Educational Needs and Disabilities. This term has been more commonly used in
recent practice and since the SEND reforms in 2014. | have used the term SEN unless there is a
reason for using SEND, such as referring to the SEND reforms in 2014, or referring to more recent
developments.

SEND Code of Practice — Special Educational Needs and Disabilities Code of Practice (DfE/DoH, 2015)

SENDIASS — SEND Information, Advice and Support Services. This service has not been anonymised
in the data because it is a national service and so the location, or any individuals involved, cannot be
identified.

Statutory Assessment — is referred to in relation to the legal process that local authorities must
apply during the period prior to the legislative change, effected through the Children and Families
Act (2014). Post this period, the term ‘EHC needs assessment’ is used.
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1. Chapter 1 - Introduction

1.1 Research outline
This chapter will provide the rationale, aims and approach to this study in order to answer the

question: ‘What are parents’ and SENCOs’ experiences of co-production when they are making

decisions during the EHC needs assessment and planning process?’

The phrase ‘EHC needs assessment and planning process’ has been used to refer to the application
process for an EHC plan, as well as reference to management of the EHC plan which happens after it
has been issued. This terminology has been used to align to the current legislation (Children and
Families Act, 2014), which endorses participatory decision-making as part of the EHC needs
assessment process and ongoing planning and management of the EHC plan for children with more

significant needs.

Parents are key to the educational success of their children (EEF, 2018; Axford et al., 2019). Co-
production is a relatively new term in education (Soan and Monsen, 2023), but an important shift
culturally and aligned to the increased rights for parents and participatory decision-making advanced
as part of the SEND reforms (2014). A key focus of these changes in 2014 was on improving parental
confidence in the system and, as a result, reducing the requests for EHC needs assessment (DfE, 2011).
However, since the reforms, the requests for EHC needs assessment, the numbers of EHC plans being
issued, dissatisfaction in the SEND system and costly tribunals have increased (Local Government
Association, 2022; DfE/DoHSC, 2023; Jemal and Kenley, 2023; Marsh, 2023). It is proposed that
participatory decision-making is not clearly evident in current practice despite being a legal
requirement (Children and Families Act, 2014) and this is resulting in inequalities in the experiences of
families and ultimately leading to poor outcomes for children. Itisimportant to understand why there
is a lack of opportunities for participatory decision-making to ensure that the voices of both parents
and SENCOs are not being marginalised or disempowered. Therefore, this aspect of education is
researched in this study to gain a better awareness of what is happening in practice and what is

contributing to the challenges parents and SENCOs continue to face.

The system does not currently sufficiently meet the needs of all children and their families
(DfE/DOHSC, 2022). Unfortunately, the reality is that ‘parents know that their children are entitled to
something, but they have to work too hard to access this entitlement and are left exhausted in the
pursuit of it’ (HoCEC, 2019: 19). It is hoped that through exploring parents’ and SENCOs’ experiences
of co-production, the information gained could be used to support policy and developments in relation
to participatory decision-making and provide guidance on the direction for the EHC needs assessment

process and management of EHC plans.
12

Lorna Hughes: Co-production confusion: An exploration of parent and SENCO experiences of participatory decision-making
in the management of Education, Health and Care plans.



1.2 Context for the research
The current national context for SEND has been subject to continued criticisms (HoCEC, 2019; National

Audit Office, 2019; DfE/DoHSC, 2022; DfE/DoHSC, 2023). These criticisms of the reformed system
serve to highlight the importance of understanding parental perceptions of the SEND system and the
use of co-production as a way professionals (specifically SENCOs) can support improved confidence
levels. The ‘principlesin practice’ (DfE/DoH, 2015: 19) in the Special Educational Needs and Disabilities
Code of Practice (hereafter referred to as the SEND Code of Practice), detail the local authorities' duty
to involve children or young people and their parents in discussions and decision making, and the
requirement that they are provided with information, advice and support to enable them to do so.
Additionally, schools should ensure ‘parents are actively supported in contributing to needs

assessments, developing and reviewing Education, Health and Care (EHC) plans’ (DfE/DoH, 2015: 19).

Although there is only one explicit reference to ‘co-production’ in the SEND Code of Practice and this
is related to local authorities’ duties (DfE/DoH, 2015 :61), the principles foster a collaborative position
on shared decision making and conceivably ‘envisages co-production particularly with regard to the
EHC plan’ (Hellawell, 2019: 133). The guidance in the SEND Code of Practice includes reference to
contributions during every stage of the 20 week EHC needs assessment process with children and
parents ‘involved fully, their views and wishes taken into account’ (DfE/DoH, 2015: 154). These stages
of the process outline a number of points of decision-making, illustrating how it is key for professionals
to be working closely with parents throughout the process (see Figure 1). Furthermore, it is important
to acknowledge participation beyond the period of time attributed to the EHC needs assessment
process to include the development of and review of the EHC plan, which is an ongoing process.
Therefore, effective ways of eliciting the conditions for shared decision making, such as co-production,
need to be embedded in practice as opposed to the position that parents and children’s views and

wishes are only applicable at a particular stage or or a fixed period of time.

Challenges in adopting, effective approaches for the mandatory requirements to embed shared
decision making have been acknowledged (Hellawell, 2019; HoCEC, 2019). During the EHC needs
assessment and planning process ‘schools should enable parents to share their knowledge about their
child and give them confidence that their views and contributions are valued and will be acted upon’
(DfE/DoH, 2015: 21). However, in reality, ‘[iJn some cases, parental empowerment has not happened.
Children and parents are not ‘in the know’ and for some the law may not even appear to exist’ (HoCEC,
2019: 19). The evident inequalities and inadequacies of the system are important to address to ensure
that we are providing fair and equitable education to all children, including those who have more

complex SEND.
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Statutory timescales for EHC needs assessment and EHC plan development
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Figure 1: Overview of the timescales and development when a request for EHC needs assessment is made
(DfE/DoH, 2015: 154).

The SEND reforms (2014) were heralded as the biggest change in 30 years (DfE and Teather, 2012) and
‘promised greater and more co-ordinated support’ (HoCEC, 2019: 19). Utilising pathfinder (pilot)
approaches to trial the new procedures as evidence of improvements before then implementing the
SEND reforms, the ‘Department expected that the benefits and savings would significantly outweigh
the costs of moving to the new system’ (National Audit Office, 2019: 8). The proposals were that
collaborative working and greater family engagement would lead to reduced costs, however the

government ‘did not quantify these or validate its assumptions before implementing the changes’
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(National Audit Office, 2019: 8). The evidence from the pathfinders was not sufficiently evaluated or
disseminated (Hellawell, 2019) which then hampered the implementation of the changes to practice
(HoCEC, 2019). The intention was that there would be fewer challenges to the local authority decisions
regarding the EHC needs assessment process, and if there were challenges these could be resolved
through mediation. However, the number of appeals to tribunal over SEND disagreements more than
doubled, with an increase of 111 % from 2013/14 to 2020/21 (Local Government Association, 2022).
So, with high expectations of improved systems and processes, but with the evidence that this is still
not in place, it is important to evaluate the current situation as 10 years have now passed since the

introduction of the SEND reforms of 2014.

1.3 Motivation and position of self
As a researcher it is important to acknowledge that personal and professional experiences will

influence the study (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2022). My personal and professional interests lie in
my role as a SENCO when the SEND reforms were consulted upon (DfE, 2011) and the subsequently
introduced legislation (Children and Families Act, 2014). | remember feeling a sense of great hope for
a reformed system which would meet needs and address the persistent issues and challenges that

had been present in the system for a number of years (HoC, 2006; Lamb, 2009; DfE, 2011).

A central consideration with conducting qualitative research, is that the ‘researcher’s identity, values
and beliefs play a role in the production and analysis of qualitative data’ (Denscombe, 2017: 329). The
advice is to be conscious of this and to try to create distance in relation to everyday beliefs as well as
suspending judgements on social issues. This is of course challenging. In my current role as lecturer
for the National Award for SEN Coordination, | work closely with SENCOs and have an awareness of
the increased challenges they face. | have therefore been very conscious of my personal feelings and

frustration that the systems appear to, in some respects, have worsened since the reforms in 2014.

Denscombe (2017: 329) suggests that one way to address the researcher as inextricably bound to
positionality is to ‘come clean about the way their research agenda has been shaped by personal
experiences and social backgrounds’. This is the approach | have adopted, because despite attempts
to address potential biases and to ‘bracket’ identified assumptions, | do not believe the researcher can
always successfully identify this when they are close (personally or professionally) to the study, as |
am. Denscombe (2017: 329) uses the phrase ‘the self is intertwined with the research process’ which
is the position | adopt. However, rather than see this as a constraint, it can be enabling to draw on
experiences and expertise or to have an insider’s view. This could be perceived as a privileged position
providing an insight into social issues, and the ‘researcher’s self should not be regarded as a limitation

to the research but as a crucial resource’ (Denscombe, 2017: 329).
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1.4 Research rationale
Despite the Government ‘seeking to effect cultural and systematic change within the area of SEND’

(Curran et al., 2017: 46), there appears to be more parental dissatisfaction and conflict evident since
the introduction of the Children and Families Act (2014). Some tensions have not been resolvable at a
school or local authority level and have progressed to result in increased statutory assessment and
tribunals (Local Government Association, 2022; Jemal and Kenley, 2023; Marsh, 2023). SEND
partnership working with parents and multi-agency or inter-professional working could be perceived
as ‘policy solutions to identified social problems’ (Hellawell, 2019: 95). The increased rights for parents
to facilitate partnership working was the policy decision taken by the government in implementing
the SEND reforms. Parents being involved in decision making can provide benefits (EEF, 2018; Hart,
2011; Hellawell, 2019; Lamb, 2022) yet it is not a process that can be simply applied because without
the conditions for this change to take place (e.g. appropriate and relevant training and support,
sufficient resources for change to take place, fostering cultural change and improved systemic
processes) it will not provide the ‘solution’ to the ‘social problems’ (ibid., 2019: 95) and in the current
context may have caused more dissatisfaction, disillusionment and frustration. Carpenter (2000: 142)
highlighted this tension: ‘The challenge is to enable and empower families but are we ready to align
professional practice with family need?’. The professionals working directly with families and the ways
in which professional practice is taken forward is therefore central to the success of partnership

working and whether this can serve to empower and enable families.

SENCOs are key people in schools, and typically the first point of contact for parents of children with
special educational needs or EHC plans. In the SEND Code of Practice, the principle of ‘keeping the
child’s parent or young person informed through a single point of contact wherever possible’ is
advantageous to working together (DfE/DoH, 2015: 149). The SENCOs’ levels of training and
understanding of co-production and shared decision-making in practice will be fundamental to
parents’ experiences of collaborative ways of working. It is important to recognise that ultimately the
ways in which parents and SENCOs work together will influence the educational success for the

children, as noted in the SEND Code of Practice:

‘At times, parents, teachers and others may have differing expectations of how a child’s needs
are best met. Sometimes these discussions can be challenging but it is in the child’s best
interests for a positive dialogue between parents, teachers and others to be maintained, to

work through points of difference and establish what action is to be taken.’

(DfE/DoH, 2015: 21)
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Initially, it was the unexpected increase in statutory assessments which piqued my interest for this
piece of research. However, my interests moved to consider confidence in the SEND system and the
working relationship between parents and SENCOs during the EHC needs assessment and planning
process. Lamb (2009: 79) identified that ‘parental confidence in the SEN system, and in schools and
Local Authorities in particular, is significantly coloured by the quality of communication and working
relationships. This can also affect parents’ decisions about whether or not to appeal to the Tribunal’.
Relationships influence parental confidence and the ability for them to participate in making decisions
about their children’s education. In some cases, positive relationships lead to really successful
outcomes and in some cases, this is less positive and even detrimental to outcomes for learners. The
relationships between the parents and SENCOs and how this can facilitate collaborative, participatory

decision-making in practice therefore is a focus of the study in order to understand the process better.

Thereis a gap in the knowledge related to the impact of the SEND reforms (2014) as identified by Sales
and Vincent (2018: 64) who noted ‘information on the success or otherwise of the reforms remains
limited. The small number of evaluative studies that have been undertaken provide a mixed picture
and firm conclusions cannot yet be drawn.” There is very limited research on co-production between
parents and SENCOs which isimportant to address because it takes a central focus in the current policy
and political direction (DfE, 2023a; DfE/DoHSC, 2023). Essentially, the promised improvements to the
SEND system have not been realised and so this is an important area of exploration for this specific
research. Through use of Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2022),
this study highlights the personal lived experiences of parents and SENCOs as they navigate the EHC
needs assessment and planning process with a specific focus on participatory decision-making and
evidence of co-production.

1.5 Benefits of the research

Research into the statutory assessment process and parental engagement is not new. Wolfendale
(1997) explored parental engagement in statutory assessment through analysis of the documents
created by Local Education Authorities (LEAs) and Armstrong (1995) explored the relationship
between the parent and the SENCO in the statutory assessment process. Yet, despite increasing
interest in research on the relationships between parents and SENCOs, there is little specifically

related to co-production.

Although parental views have been the focus of earlier studies, Boseley and Crane (2018: 44) claim
there is a limited body of literature in this field, acknowledging their study as ‘the first to examine the
perspectives of a broad sample of SENCOs on the process of applying for or transferring an EHC plan.’

They highlight this is an area which calls for further exploration, noting that ‘[t]o date, no research has
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explored SENCOs’ experiences of the EHC system specifically’ (ibid., 2018: 37). Whilst there have been
studies into the views of parents in relation to the effectiveness of EHC plans, the limited research on
the perspective of SENCOs is noted and so this study will seek to include views of both stakeholders.
Research into the collaborative decision-making process for both parents and SENCOs is limited, often
research is focused on the perspectives of just one group (e.g. just parents or just the SENCOs). This
research examines both parents and SENCOs perspectives and is an important, new approach because

of the focus on how they work together collaboratively.

The purpose of this study is to provide knowledge of the parents’ and SENCOs experiences, in relation
to a relatively new area of research, to increase awareness and understanding of the conditions for,
and challenges surrounding enacting co-production in practice. Examining discourses in policy and
interrelationships between parents and SENCOs will provide opportunities to explore effective

approaches and could possibly lead to a number of benefits, which might include:

- development of frameworks or tools to support parents and SENCOs in effective co-
production;

- how models for co-production could lead to reduced costs to public funds with fewer
requests for statutory assessment and fewer tribunals;

- improved understanding of parents’ experiences of the SEND system;

- greater understanding of how working relationships between parents and SENCOs can
influence educational outcomes;

- improved understanding of the conditions and requirements for SENCOs to be able to
support families and children;

- recommendations for policymakers / local authorities in relation to monitoring their
practice generally and as required for Ofsted and Care Quality Commission (CQC) SEND
monitoring visits (Ofsted and CQC, 2024).

1.6 Research aims and question
This study aims to provide an in depth understanding of the experiences of parents and their

relationships with professionals (specifically SENCOs) when taking forward a request for an EHC needs
assessment and then the relationship working together as they navigate the management of the EHC

plan.
There is one overarching question for the study, which is:

‘What are parents’ and SENCOs’ experiences of co-production when they are making
decisions during the EHC needs assessment and planning process?’
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Some of the areas | am interested in exploring in relation to this question include:

- the personal experiences of parents and SENCOs as co-producers in navigating the EHC
needs assessment and planning process;

- the ways parents and SENCOs are equipped (e.g. access to information / training /
support) in effecting co-production in practice;

- the ways in which the introduction of the Children and Families Act (2014) may have

impacted on the balance of influence between parents and SENCOs.

There is currently much critique of SEN policy and practices (National Audit Office, 2019; HoCEC, 2019;
DfE/DoHSC, 2022; DfE/DoHSC, 2023) yet this often generalises the experiences of parents and
professionals and can provide a homogeneous reflection of the system. My aim is to foreground
marginalised voices to justly understand their experiences and ensure this is closely examined in
relation to the current context. The aim of this research is to understand the lived experience of both

parents and SENCOs.

1.7 Structure of the thesis
The structure of the thesis is summarised here and provides a clear rationale for the purpose of each

chapter. Within the chapters of the thesis, | have included reflexive boxes which represent the
reflective process throughout the stages of the research. Typically, the reflexive boxes feature when
the contents are particular to that chapter or point in the study. This approach is explained more fully
in the methodology chapter, with a rationale for adopting this way to present the reflections on the

study and research process.

1.7.1 Chapter 1 — Introduction
This chapter includes a context for the study including the position of the researcher and motivations

behind conducting the research on the experiences of parents’ and SENCOs’ participatory decision-
making in the EHC needs assessment and management of EHC plans. The rationale and relevance for
this study is outlined as well as the possible benefits of the research. The research aims and the

research question are outlined, followed by a short summary of each chapter in the thesis.

1.7.2 Chapter 2 — Literature Review
Chapter 2 provides a context and background to the developments in policy and practice evident in

the literature related to parents’ opportunities for participatory decision-making and the SENCOs role
in the process. The approach to reviewing literature is discussed. Overall themes identified in the

literature include: the educational climate and tensions impacting on parents and SENCOs; the
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influence of power in partnership working; models for working together including co-production and

an exploration of participatory decision-making.

1.7.3 Chapter 3 — Methodology
Chapter 3 outlines the ontological and epistemological position of the researcher and why specific

methodological approaches were selected for this study. The overall research design is depicted with
a rationale for the selection of Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) as the main approach
for the study alongside other methods selected to compliment this approach. Ethical considerations

are discussed, as well as some consideration of the limitations for IPA and how this can be mitigated.

1.7.4 Chapter 4 — Findings and analysis
This chapter includes different sections for different stages of the research process. The stages were

linear in the ways in which they were applied in the study because each stage is dependent on the

preceding stage as outline below:

e Stage One — Scoping questionnaire to parents and SENCOs
e Stage Two — Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis: The participants for Stage Two were
identified from respondents to the questionnaire in Stage One

e Stage Three — The Hermeneutic Process: A return to all the data as a final stage of analysis

Key findings from each stage of the research are shared sequentially, which then informs the

discussion in Chapter 5.

1.7.5 Chapter 5 — Discussion
This chapter is framed around the re-conceptualisation of the original research question into three

more specific research questions which have been identified from the findings and analysis of data in
the preceding chapter. The discussion is presented in response to these three research questions

drawing on policy, literature and theory to support exploration of the findings.

1.7.6 Chapter 6 — Conclusions
This final chapter summarises the response to the original research question for the study and outlines

the new contributions to knowledge based on the findings of the research. Implications for future
policy and practice are identified along with recommendations. A final reflection is included which
refers to the position of the researcher and the research journey. Finally, the limitations of the study

are identified followed by consideration of possible future research in the field.
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2. Chapter 2 - Literature Review

2.1 Aims and search methods
This chapter reviews the past and current policy and practice in the literature related to parents

opportunities for participatory decision-making, the SENCOs role in the process and different models
for working together, including co-production. Initially | define key terms and explore the context and
developments in policy and legislation related to parental rights alongside the developing role of the
SENCO in working with parents. Core themes are then explored, such as the neoliberalist positioning
of SEN and power differentials impacting upon working in partnership. Lastly, models of partnership

working are explored to consider how this enables participatory decision-making.

2.1.1 Search methods
Literature for the thesis was originally sought using a systematic search method with selection and

deselection of key terms and dates using the following data sources:

e Education Resource Information Centre (ERIC)
e British Education Index

e Child Development and Adolescent Studies

However, this approach led to very limited results and limited the ability to draw on ‘grey literature’
(Sage Research Methods, 2017: np) such as the wider sources including legislation, reports and
governmental policy documents (Appendix A). The approach was therefore adapted to include wider
relevant sources. This meant utilising the internet to locate relevant sources in the public domain such
as legislation, government guidance and relevant reports or independent reviews. Additionally, the
publications identified from the systematic search method formed the bases for citation reference
searches: ““Citation pearl searching’ or ‘citation pearl growing’ means taking the few results that you
do have and using them to identify more relevant papers’ (De Brun and Pearce-Smith, 2013: 98). The

reference lists of these papers helped to widen the scope of literature to inform this literature review.

2.2 Background to SEN and the statutory assessment process
The Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND) reforms in 2014 in England introduced

Education, Health and Care (EHC) plans. This replaced Statements of Special Educational Needs when
statutory assessment is agreed for children and young people with the most complex and significant
needs. The term ‘statutory assessment’ is referred to in relation to the period prior to the legislative
change, effected through the Children and Families Act (2014). Post this period, the term ‘EHC needs

assessment’ is used.

21

Lorna Hughes: Co-production confusion: An exploration of parent and SENCO experiences of participatory decision-making
in the management of Education, Health and Care plans.



2.2.1 Definition of SEN and SEND
The term Special Educational Needs (SEN) was introduced by the Warnock Report (DES, 1978) with

the intention of moving away from historic labelling and categorisation of children to a broader and
more positive approach. Prior to this report, legally subscribed terms, such as ‘handicapped’ or
‘maladjusted’, represented the educational difficulty as being within the child. This was challenged by
the position that a wider range of children (who may not necessarily have a diagnosis) may also need
special educational provisions at some point during their education. The focus was on the
improvement in educational experience and viewing children with differences in the same way as any
other child might be viewed. This approach meant the needs of a learner could be identified on a

continuum rather than with a ‘fixed” point by which services may or may not be allocated.

The Special Educational Needs and Disability Act (2001) brought together regulations related to SEN
and disabilities. Subsequently, the coverall acronym ‘SEND’ has been used and is evident in the current
legislation (Children and Families Act, 2014). However, SEN and Disability are not the same, and it is
important to recognise the difference in these definitions (Appendix B). In the EHC needs assessment
process, some children may have both SEN and disabilities; however, it is also the case that children
may have one without the other. Therefore, the term SEN will be used in this study unless there is a
specific reason for using SEND, such as reference to the SEND reforms of 2014, more recent policy and
practice (where this term is more appropriate), or if an individual may have a disability that should be

acknowledged.

2.2.2 History of SEN legislation in relation to statutory assessment and associated parental
rights
Rights are a social construct and could be considered as ‘systematically derived ethical principles or

social values’ (Dean, 2004: 7). With this in mind, they will be interpretable and changeable overtime,
and may encompass a broad range of aspects, including civil, social, economic, cultural or legal rights.
This section of the chapter will explore societal changes and legislative changes that may have
impacted upon human and disability rights, but specifically focusing on parental rights in the statutory

assessment process.

2.2.2.1 Pre-Warnock
Prior to the Warnock Report (DES, 1978) children who found education more challenging were

medically categorised and segregated in specialist provision rather than being afforded the same

rights as their peers who were deemed to be ‘educable’ and able to access State schools. This medical
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model! of categorisation with medical professionals positioned as the authority in determining which
children would have access to specialist provisions could be seen as historically disempowering
parents in this system (Armstrong, 1995). Internationally, there were societal developments to
address such practices. In America, in the 1960s the Kennedy and Johnson administration saw changes
to the mental health and disability policy which led to alighnment with disability rights movements.
Activists were more keenly aware of the inequalities, politicised and better educated than past
generations and these ‘diverse array of groups questioned America’s attitudes towards its “hidden

minority”’ (Erkulwater, 2006: 48).

The societal movements at international level heightened the awareness of the lack of voice for
parents with regards to education for children with additional needs and disabilities. The resultant rise
of disability rights groups in the 1960s and 1970s began to challenge decisions taken by authorities
which may be perceived as unfair and prejudicial, such as children with more complex needs being
placed in residential care, sometimes at great distances from their families (Hodkinson, 2019). It was
not until the introduction of the Education (Handicapped Children) Act (1970) that all children
classified as ‘handicapped’ were afforded the right to be educated in schools. This led to the
responsibility for these children being transferred from health services to Local Education Authorities
(LEAs). Synchronously, politically driven activists were supporting the development of a political
ideology on disability that summoned rights of equal citizenship. The Union of Physically Impaired
Against Segregation (UPIAS) were prominent, and Shakespeare (2014:11) claims central, in
foregrounding the ‘strong social model’? in England at this time. This mobilisation in societal attitudes
and the greater demands on the LEAs placed further pressures on the government to review the
provisions for children with additional needs, which gave rise to a committee, led by Mary Warnock,

being established in 1973.

2.2.2.2 The inception of the statutory assessment process
The Warnock Report (DES, 1978) heralded a move toward the social model with a view to integrating

children with SEN in ‘ordinary’ (mainstream) schools. The report proposed Statements of Special
Educational Needs, which were brought into effect with the introduction of the Education Act (1981).
This included the principle of safeguarding resources and provisions for those children with the most
complex SEN when attending mainstream schools through the statutory assessment of their needs. If

this process was deemed necessary, the issuing of a statement (statementing) would detail the specific

1 The medical model of disability tends to consider barriers as emanating from an impairment within the
individual and considers what can be done to “fix’ or ‘cure’ the individual.
2 The social model of disability tends to attribute barriers as emanating from society e.g. infrastructures, the
physical built environment, polices and attitudes etc.
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educational requirements for that individual. Therefore, the statementing of children became
necessary in place of the categorisation of the past, to aid the transition from the separate specialist

provisions into mainstream schools.

Alongside the commitment to educating children with SEN with their peers whenever possible, the
principles of effective relationships with parents were evident throughout the report (DES, 1978). The
inclusion of Chapter 9, ‘Parents as Partners’, from the onset, illustrates the commitment to valuing
parents as equal partners by calling for ‘full involvement’ in their child’s education (DES, 1978: 150).
There is also recognition that parents are not a homogeneous group and they may ‘differ widely in
their attitudes, temperament, insight, knowledge, ability and other personal qualities’ (DES, 1978:
151). Consideration of this diversity is acknowledged as powerfully influencing ‘the extent and nature
of the help that they require’ (DES, 1978: 151) and so highlights how critical it is for professionals to
accommodate parents’ needs or differences as carefully as they would plan for the child’s needs or
differences. With the new focus on principles of multi-agency working to provide holistic support for
children, the professionals involved are central in supporting and building effective relationships with
parents. This way of working makes demands on the professionals’ time and requires genuine
opportunity for dialogue with parents, all of which was acknowledged in the report. Although the
principles and framework for effective parental engagement were laid out, the implementation in
practice has given rise to issues which will be explored in this section. Warnock warned against this
danger, noting that unless effective parental engagement was realised in practice the ‘purpose of our

report will be frustrated’ (DES, 1978: 150).

The 1981 Education Act secured rights for parents which had not previously been in place, such as:
the right to be part of the statutory assessment process within a multi-agency team; access to the
information produced by professionals and the opportunity to appeal decisions taken through local
appeals committees. However, under this statutory assessment process, parental rights were not
necessarily implemented as originally envisaged in the Warnock Report (DES, 1978). The LEA had the
autonomy over which children would be assessed. If a parental request was made for statutory
assessment the LEA did not need to pursue this if an assessment had taken place within the last 6
months, or if it was ‘in their opinion unreasonable’ (Education Act, 1981: 8). The LEA would determine
statutory assessment of needs and inform parents by ‘serving notice’ (ibid., 1981: 8). Parents had the
right to provide information but could only contribute through a written response, which could
immediately limit which parents were able to be meaningfully involved in the process. Furthermore,
although there was an appeal process in place, the local appeals committees were not able to overrule

LEA decisions. So, although there were greater rights for parents, the decision making was still firmly
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in the control of those operating the system and holding the resources. This could be argued as
undermining the principles of the Warnock Report (1978: 150) in not enabling the legal structures for
parents to be ‘equal partners in the educational process’. Not only does this illustrate the inequality
within the partnership, it also highlights a potential conflict of interest if the authority determining

assessment is the authority controlling the resources.

A key development introduced with the Education Act (1993) was an independent tribunal process
owing to the number of disputes between LEAs and parents being raised with the Secretary of State.
Yet, despite this change, the LEA still maintained the autonomy over decision making in proceeding
with statutory assessment. For example, the Education Act (1993) stated the LEA would comply with
parental requests where it is necessary to take forward statutory assessment under section 167.
However, this section reinforced the autonomy of the LEA, because the assessment would only take
place if they were ‘of the opinion’ it was required (Education Act, 1993: 106). Parents were therefore
at risk of facing the same barriers they faced with the earlier Education Act (1981). The newly
introduced tribunal system may have provided safeguards against possible corruption, but instead of
providing equitable measures and impartiality, this could have been perceived as another

‘bureaucratic gateway’ to accessing additional resources (Armstrong, 1995: 20).

Although the LEA, could be seen as dominant in the statutory assessment process (Education Act,
1981; Education Act, 1993) wider developments at school level meant that the LEAs were ‘visibly
withering away’ (Warnock, Norwich and Terzi, 2010: 28). Funding and resources were devolved to
schools and governing bodies took on greater responsibilities (Education Reform Act, 1988; Education
Act, 1996), yet the LEA still maintained statutory duties with regards to the statutory assessment
process. This included overall responsibility for monitoring and ensuring what was outlined on the
statement was in place and effective. This caused tensions due to the LEA having responsibility for the
provision but less control over the budget and resources. Previously resources could be shared across
schools, but now the organisational change devolving funding into the schools meant this was no
longer an option (Warnock, Norwich and Terzi, 2010). Arguably, parents’ relationships with schools
became more important in effecting the provisions outlined in a Statement of Special Educational
Needs. Guidance for schools was introduced, with the first Code of Practice for Identification and
Assessment of Special Educational Needs (DfE, 1994) which also led to the inception of the role of the
SENCO.

In 2001, the Special Education Needs and Disability Act (SENDA) strengthened the regulations on
providing advice and information for parents including a duty on governing bodies in schools to inform

parents when SEN provision was being made for their children. In addition, there was a duty on LEAs
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to appoint an independent person to try and avoid or resolve disputes between the LEA and parents
before progressing to the tribunal service. The SEN (information) Act (2008) amended the Education
Act (1996) to include further consideration of information for parents in relation to SEN by including
communication through an annual publication. Yet, despite the seemingly improved communication
for parents during this period of change, it did not seem to be fostering improvements in

communication with parents.

The statutory assessment process was not operating as originally envisioned even with developments
and changes in legislation to address the emerging issues. What was originally intended as a safeguard
for the children with most complex needs in mainstream schools (DES, 1978) had conversely, possibly
evolved into a ticket to access the specialist provisions of specialist placement (Warnock, Norwich and
Terzi, 2010). The House of Commons Select Committee (2006: 6) stated the system was ‘no longer fit

for purpose’ and called for a new approach.

2.2.3 The challenges and necessity for a new system
By 2010, persistent issues with the SEN system had been highlighted (Armstrong, 1995; Warnock,

2005; HoC, 2006; Lamb 2009; Ofsted, 2010) which included the following challenges regarding the

statutory assessment process:

— children and families were not central to the process

— it was overly bureaucratic

— access was inequitable and to some parents the process may even be inaccessible
— the system was overly complex

— there was inconsistency in the allocation of resources

— there was a lack of collaborative practices

— there was a lack of information or in some cases misinformation

— the process was costly and lacked evidence for effective outcomes for learners

In response, the labour government commissioned a review of SEN, which was honoured by the
coalition government when they came to power in 2010, and the proposed changes were consulted
upon in the Green Paper Support and Aspiration: a new approach to special educational needs and
disability — consultation (DfE, 2011). There was recognition that the statutory assessment process
needed to have a greater focus on the voice of the child and parents and that this would provide a
more effective process, which would hopefully lead to improved outcomes. The proposal was to
include an Education Health and Care Plan (EHC plan) in place of the Statement of SEN which was

welcomed by those who contributed to the consultation. Of those who responded, 42 % felt that the
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new system would be favourable to parents because they would not need to repeat information to

different professionals and almost a third felt it would reduce costs (DfE, 2012).

2.2.3.1 Children and Families Act (2014) and parental rights
The new EHC plans (and transition to plans for those who held a Statement) came into effect from

September 2014. The new EHC plans differed from Statements in a number of ways including:

o theincreased age range from 0 to 25 years for EHC needs assessment

e greater emphasis on aspirations and outcomes rather than objectives

e greater focus on the participation of children and parents in decision making (e.g. co-
producers)

e close co-operation® between education, health and social care and a co-ordinated*
assessment process

e clearer focus on support for a successful transition to adulthood

Two key areas the Children and Families Act (2014) introduced which are relevant for this research
were improved parental engagement and a greater duty on co-production of the EHC plan. This
included increased duties on wider professionals as part of this process. The Children and Families Act
(2014) increased parental rights to support collaborative practice. The requirement to educate a child
in @ mainstream school now included the caveat unless it was ‘incompatible with— (a) the wishes of
the child’s parent or the young person’ (ibid., 2014: 28). This was not evident in earlier legislation but
was now listed as the first criteria. In addition, requests for EHC needs assessment could be made by
‘the child’s parent, the young person or a person acting on behalf of a school or post-16 institution’
(2014: 30) as well as the local authority, indicating that the decision making was not so firmly within

the hands of the professionals.

The change in language in the Act omits the term ‘served notice’ on parents when referring to the
assessment of need. Under section 36, the local authority must ‘consult the child’s parent or the young
person’ (2014: 30) which illustrates the shift in language in the legal system towards a more
collaborative approach for decision making. In addition, parents can now have the right to contribute
to the assessment in writing or orally which may reduce barriers in earlier legislation which specifically

stated the views had to be expressed in writing. Despite these changes and greater rights for parents,

3 Co-operate or co-operation is terminology used in the SEND Code of Practice (DfE/DoH, 2015) 39 times in
relation to sharing of information. Defining such terms can be challenging due to nuances of meaning,
therefore, Appendix C provides further clarification.
4 Co-ordinated is terminology used in the SEND Code of Practice (DfE/DoH, 2015) 19 times and 5 times
specifically related to the co-ordinated assessment. Defining such terms can be challenging due to nuances of
meaning, therefore Appendix C provides further clarification.
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Section 36 still specifies ‘the authority must determine whether it may be necessary for special
educational provision to be made for the child or young person in accordance with an EHC plan’ (2014:
30). So, despite empowering parents in the decision-making, this still illustrates the power of the
authority in the process. As identified by Hellawell (2019: 7) some referred to the SEND reforms as
‘the most comprehensive overhaul of the SEND system in over 30 years’, yet another perspective is
that little has changed and there have been missed opportunities for addressing persistent issues in

the system (Norwich, 2014; Ekins; 2015; Hellawell, 2019; Soan and Monsen, 2023).

2.2.3.2 The SEND and Alternative Provision Improvement Plan
The SEND reforms in 2014 were presented as the ‘answer’ to the issues in the system (DfE, 2011).

However, ten years since the introduction of these reforms, it has become clear this approach did not
effectively address the persistent issues. Reviews of the SEND system (National Audit Office, 2019;
HoCEC, 2019; DfE/DoHSC, 2022) identified challenges such as lack of accountability, bureaucratic
processes, issues over available provisions and the need for culture change. The House of Commons
Education Committee (2019: 3) report referred to the reforms as ‘the right ones’ but noted that the
implementation had been ‘badly hampered by poor administration and a challenging funding
environment in which local authorities and schools have lacked the ability to make transformative
change’ (ibid., 2019: 3). They critiqued the Department for Education as providing an approach which
was ‘piecemeal, creating reactive, sticking-plaster policies, when what is needed is serious effort to
ensure that issues are fully grappled with, and the 2014 Act works properly, as was intended’ (HoCEC,
2019: 4). In addition to these critical reports of the SEND system, the significant increases in statutory
assessment requests (91% from 2012 to 2022) and appeals to the SEND first tier Tribunal (250% from
2015 to 2022) provide evidence for a call for change (Marsh, 2023).

The quality of the assessment process is a concern which is reflected in national inspections of SEND
at local authority level. The Ofsted and Care Quality Commission (2016) Framework was originally
established as a short-term process to monitor the implementation of the SEND reforms. However, it
became clear there were failings in the system, leading to a longer process. Not all local authorities
were inspected within the planned timeframe, and based on the routine inspections that took place
up to when they were suspended in March 2020 due to Covid-19, 34 areas were still awaiting
inspection. Of the 116 inspections that had taken place 51% resulted in ‘significant concerns about
how effectively the local area was meeting its duties or securing better outcomes for children and
young people who have SEND’ (Ofsted, 2021a, np). Local areas had to produce written statements of
action when weaknesses were identified, but after 21 re-visits only nine local areas ‘were making

sufficient progress in addressing all the significant weaknesses identified during their initial inspection’
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(Ofsted, 2021a: np). This resulted in a new framework for SEND inspections, which was due to
commence in January 2023 (Ofsted, 2022), but the guidance did not come into force until 30" January
2024 (Ofsted and CQC, 2024). The vision was to establish an ongoing cycle of inspection to strengthen

accountability and support continuous improvement.

The plans for governmental review of the SEND system were delayed due to the pandemic (Ofsted,
2021b), but in 2022 the green paper SEND review: right support, right place, right time (DfE/DoHSC,
2022) was issued, and consultation ran from 29" March 2022 to 22" July 2022. Over this period just
under 6,000 formal responses were received with 53.4% from parents/carers (Sinclair et al., 2023).
The resultant proposals were published in March 2023 with the press release from government
entitled: Transformational reform begins for children and young people with SEND: Plan for better,
fairer access to high quality special educational needs and disabilities support (DfE, DoHSC and

Coutinho, 2023: np).

The new proposals acknowledged the system as failing our children with SEND and the ‘vicious cycle
of late intervention, low confidence and inefficient resource allocation that drives these challenges
across the system’ (DfE/DoHSC, 2023: 15) and set out ‘proposals to deliver a generational change for
a more inclusive system’ (DfE/DoHSC, 2023: 3). It is essential that any reforms for 2023 onwards truly
address the perpetual cycle of inadequate educational opportunities for the most vulnerable children
in our society. Yet, already there have been responses to the proposals in terms of whether they
present more of the same, as opposed to addressing fundamental issues with the system (Soan and

Monsen, 2023).

Implementation of the new policy outlined in the SEND proposals (DfE/DoHSC, 2023) will rely on the
individuals directly involved, from central government to local authority and then to schools. Curran,
et al. (2018) argued that the SENCO was a key figure in the implementation of the SEND reforms of
2014. They note that ‘at a school level, there has been a central actor navigating, mitigating and
narrating the changes in policy; the SENCO' (ibid., 2018: 10). It is likely the SENCO will be similarly

positioned as a ‘central actor’ for the changes ahead.

2.3 Role of the SENCO working with parents

2.3.1 Prior to the inception of the SENCO role
With the introduction of the Warnock report (DES, 1978) and the Education Act (1981) children with

more complex needs would be issued with a Statement of Special Educational Needs and were being
educated in mainstream schools. The legislation outlined that a ‘responsible person’ would be

designated to ensure that the child’s ‘needs are made known to all who are likely to teach him [or

29

Lorna Hughes: Co-production confusion: An exploration of parent and SENCO experiences of participatory decision-making
in the management of Education, Health and Care plans.



her])’ (Education Act, 1981). Warnock (DES, 1978: 109-10) had outlined that the head teacher would
hold responsibility for the oversight of arrangements for children with SEN, but they should ‘delegate
day-to-day responsibility for making arrangements for children with special needs to a designated
specialist teacher or head of department.” However, in reality, there was little guidance as to how this

would be implemented or information on what the role might entail.

Armstrong (1995: 20) identified that parents had ‘become increasingly disillusioned with the
procedures for assessing children’s special educational needs introduced by the 1981 Education Act.’
Dale (1996) also highlighted a number of challenges at this time for parents in engaging with the
process for statutory assessment, in particular the inadequate or unclear information on assessment
procedures and range of provision available for children with SEN. The House of Commons Select
Committee report (1987) resulted in recommendations to address the local and national variations in
implementation of the Education Act 1981, the lack of clarity on SEN and the responsibilities of LEAs
and schools which led to changes with the 1993 Education Act. Dale (1996: 254) notes the role of the
school as being ‘greatly enforced’ with this act through ‘the broadened brief of the Special Educational

Needs Coordinator.’

2.3.2 The inception and initial role
The need for clearer guidance on school responsibilities and the role of the responsible person led to

the Education Act (1993) and the inception of the role of the SENCO. This was accompanied with
guidance on how to interpret this new role with the introduction of the first Code of Practice (DfE,
1994). All maintained schools must have a SENCO to oversee and be responsible for implementing the
duties outlined in the Code of Practice for the newly specified role (Appendix D). The role was focused
on coordination and procedural aspects of managing provisions for children with more complex SEN
but there was the assumption this role would be taken on by a ‘designated teacher’ (DfE, 1994: 9).
The Code included a section on ‘Partnership with parents’ (DfE, 1994) and noted that: ‘[p]rofessional
help can seldom be wholly effective unless it builds upon a parents' capacity to be involved and unless
parents consider that professionals take account of what they say and treat their views and anxieties
as intrinsically important’ (DfE, 1994: 13). There was emphasis on ‘the full involvement of parents
throughout the five stages of assessment, and parental rights are strengthened through a clearer
definition of ‘partnership” (Dale, 1996: 254). Yet, Armstrong (1995: 47), highlights the difference
between ‘rights’ and ‘power’, noting these are two different concepts and poses the notion that
partnership can operate as a disempowering force because ‘the multi-disciplinary process is used by

the LEAs to maintain their control over the allocation of resources.’
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The Code of Practice (DfE, 1994) provided guidance as opposed to being statutory (Dale, 1996; Hallett
and Hallett, 2010) and as such, there was no recognition of the diverse and demanding nature of the
role and that it would require ‘a high level of training to ensure ... the skills experience and knowledge
to support the children effectively’ (Petersen, 2010: 12). Implementation was therefore hampered
and did not sufficiently address issues such as variability. As a result, further guidance was issued for
SENCOs, (DfEE, 1997; DfEE, 1998) as well as The National standards for Special Educational Needs Co-
ordinators (TTA, 1998) to offer a framework and structure for planning in schools. Despite the
increased emphasis on partnership working with parents and clearer standards for the SENCO role,
this was still guidance and so adoption and implementation were not necessarily viewed as a priority
and so not always consistently applied in practice. A revised Code of Practice (DfES, 2001) was
introduced, which included a distinct chapter and more detailed guidance on working with parents.
Arguably, this foregrounded the central importance of the SENCO working with parents, yet challenges

persisted.

2.3.3. Developments in role
The challenges of the SENCO role as not being given sufficient priority and attention were highlighted

in the criticisms emerging throughout the 2000s (Audit Commission, 2002a and 2002b; HoC, 2006;
Lamb, 2009). The House of Commons Select Committee Report (2006) identified schools were not
giving sufficient power to the role and the staff conducting the role were not always best placed or

sufficiently trained:

‘They were at the beginning senior teachers, but [...] there is now a very large number of
schools where the SENCO is actually a teaching assistant and not a teacher at all, with no
experience and they are no longer a member of the senior management team but someone

with peripheral duties’ (HoC, 2006: 74)

Meeting the educational needs of children with SEN was therefore not necessarily being viewed as a
priority in all schools because the SENCO role was not being viewed as a priority. Appointing teaching
assistants, who would typically have very little influence in school systems and processes, would have
undoubtedly seriously limited their ability to work in partnership with parents effectively. The
recommendation of the report to ensure SENCOS ‘should in all cases be qualified teachers and in a
senior management position in the school as recommended in the SEN Code of Practice’ (HoC, 2006:
74) was taken forward in legislation to result in The Education (Special Educational Needs Co-
ordinators) (England) Regulations 2008 and The Education (Special Educational Needs Co-ordinators)
(England) (Amendment) Regulations 2009. These acts required SENCOs to be qualified teachers (2008)
and complete the new, mandatory qualification: ‘The National Award for Special Educational Needs
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Co-ordination’ (2009). However, a lesser approach was taken regarding the position on leadership
noting, the ‘governing body of a relevant school must determine the role of the SENCO in relation to
the leadership and management of the school’ (The Education (Special Educational Needs Co-
ordinators) (England) Regulations, 2008: np). Arguably these changes have increased the status of the
SENCO and the possibility for effecting change across a school, ensuring SENCOs are in a position to
lead on inclusion rather than managing the needs of children on the periphery of the school
mainstream. Recommendation 4 of the Lamb (2009) report noted where a proactive response to
partnership working was taken, it promoted ‘a collaborative problem-solving approach’ and would
‘increase parents’ confidence that schools and services are responsive to difficulties that children

encounter’ (Lamb, 2009: 27).

2.3.4 Current demands
The introduction of the current SEND Code of Practice (DfE/DoH, 2015) included revised

responsibilities for the SENCO role which comprised of more strategic responsibilities, such as budget
management (Appendix E) and a clear shift away from the role as a coordinator, which was the case
previously (DfE, 1994). Rather than adopting a discrete chapter on working with parents, the current
SEND Code of Practice (DfE/DoH, 2015) provides guidance throughout the document thus adopting
the position of an integrated approach to parental support. There is also much about the SENCO as
the facilitator and support of teachers in working with parents reinforcing the strategic nature of the
role as a leader in driving forward inclusive cultures and practices in schools. Working with parents
has always been part of this journey and the requirement for the SENCO role, but Harwood and Stuart
(2023) claim this ‘represented a huge cultural shift from the previous code (DfES, 2001)’. Interestingly,
the current code states the same requirement for working with parents as it did in 1994, in ‘liaising
with parents of pupils with SEN’ (DfE/DoH, 2015: 109). Yet, in contrast to simply ‘liaising’, the new
SENCO qualification explicitly states the requirement for: ‘[e]stablishing and maintaining processes so
that families experience high quality communication and meaningful co-production’ (DfE, 2023a: 14).
This highlights greater demands on SENCOs in partnership working and the need for the new Code of
Practice, when it is published, to align with, and represent more clearly, the cultural shift required for

2023 onwards in further empowering parents.

2.4 Consumerism in special education
Since the Warnock report (DES, 1978) the education system for children with SEN has moved from a

system which was regulated by the local authority to a system whereby power and resources are
devolved to schools and increasingly the parents. This could be considered as a positive progression

in empowering parents; however, the current system is driven by a neoliberal consumerist position

32

Lorna Hughes: Co-production confusion: An exploration of parent and SENCO experiences of participatory decision-making
in the management of Education, Health and Care plans.



(Robertson, 2007; Hart, 2012) which, it could be argued, is in opposition to inclusive principles. Key
aspects of this premise will be explored in more depth in this section, including: the impact on
educational opportunities for children with more complex SEN; the impact on the relationship
between the school and the parent and how specialist educational provision, in itself, could be viewed

as a commodity.

2.4.1 Neoliberalism in relation to inclusive principles
Although it is possible to look at policy development specifically in SEN, it is important to recognise

the influence of the wider education system and the developments in the political and social policy
context. Norwich (2014: 404) notes this interdependency as ‘connective specialism’ recognising that
what might be specialist in a field is interdependent upon other related factors in education. The
diagram (Figure 2) outlines educational aspects Norwich considers as impacting upon SEN and the

inclusion system.

National curnculum |

and assessment

8 s

Inspection / Ofsted

SEN/ Equality
inclusion €| legislation
system disability

School governance

Figure 2: The interdependence of the special educational needs system with other aspects of the school

system (Norwich, 2014: 404)

It is important, therefore, to consider the wider educational system, such as the National Curriculum,
assessment, inspection and school governance in considering the move to a market-driven model and
the impact this may have on SEN. The influence of neo-liberalism on Western post-industrial countries
has led to individuals acting to secure ‘the best possible outcome for themselves or their family’
(Macleod et al., 2013: 389), which could be viewed as beneficial to parents seeking the best
educational opportunities for their children. With this market driven model, the competition between
schools drives up the standards of education and results in improved educational standards, and in

turn, improves outcomes for children. The schools that underperform will not attract learners, which
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results in a reduction in funding and in the extreme cases, will force the least successful schools to
close (Robertson, 2007; Hart, 2012). However, the challenge with this model is that there are
casualties, including the children attending the failing schools (Gewirtz, 2000; Macleod et al., 2013;
Grimaldi, 2012; Beach, 2017). It could also be argued that the impact of this is more detrimental for
children with SEN or disabilities and their families because they may already be at a social
disadvantage. Sherry (2014: 16) highlights this paradox of contemporary neoliberalism for people with
disabilities and argues that neoliberalism ‘promises freedom and human rights, but leaves most
disabled people in impoverished, socially isolated situations, with few safeguards and protections,

struggling for the basic dignities of life’.

However, Education is not wholly driven by economic forces of capitalism and the model which has
formed could be conceptualised as a ‘quasi-market’ (Adnett and Davies, 1999; Gewirtz, 2000; Norwich
and Black, 2015) because there is intervention from the State and so the process cannot fully follow
the market model. Adnett and Davies (1999: 223) refer to the ‘captive market’ as one constraining
force on education because there is no real driving force to out-perform other schools. If there is the
knowledge that the school serves a community and there is a vested interest from the State that they
will continue to do so, this will lead to ineffectiveness in driving up the standards. This intervention
from the State is particularly evident with the EHC needs assessment process because the local
authority continues to hold the responsibility for issuing EHC plans, as well as monitoring and
evaluating educational outcomes. The decision making and partnerships between schools,
professionals and parents are therefore, to an extent, mediated by the State rather than being wholly

driven by a consumerist model.

Another factor impacting on the market model is that theoretically the education of learners will
ultimately contribute to benefit society as a whole. This moves away from individualistic motivation
and in doing so, ‘the market system cannot be relied upon to generate efficient outcomes’ (Adnett
and Davies 1999: 224). Education is often preoccupied with endorsing values such as human rights,
democracy, social justice and cultural diversity, which also do not sit well within an individualistic
framework. Tensions emerge due to a ‘quasi -market’ driven focus on ‘competition’ and achieving the
highest academic standards as opposed to the egalitarian principles of inclusive education (UNICEF,
1989; UNESCO, 1994). This imposition of contradictory systems therefore must lead to tensions in
professional practice. Done and Murphy (2018: 142) refer to this tension and the blurred boundaries
when private sector and public sector merge causing the ‘responsibilisation’ of teachers. There is
dependency on the good will of the teachers in navigating a system requiring values of human rights

and social justice in opposition to a neoliberal, individualistic focus. The teachers in school, and
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inevitably SENCOs, are conflicted by the contradictory system in which they must operate (Gore,

2016).

2.4.2 The impact on educational opportunities for children with more complex SEN with the
introduction of the National Curriculum
Towards the end of the 1980s, measures for accountability in the school system became more visible

with the 1988 Education Reform Act which introduced the National Curriculum and the subsequent
introduction of the regulatory body, the Office for Standards in Education (Ofsted). Together these
provided a vehicle for monitoring the standards and desired improvements in the educational system
— serving as the compliance model (Gewirtz, 2000). The falling standards in the 1960s and the
economic downturn of the mid-1970s criticised schools ‘for the lack of balance in their curriculum and
for their failure to develop sufficiently planned curricula that took account of the changing needs of
industry and society’ (Parliament.uk, 2009: np). This led to the introduction of the prescribed
curriculum and schools became more accountable. Schools were more aware of the information being
shared with ‘consumers’ in the public domain, such as the league tables which were based on
educational outcomes for the children attending the school. A cost of this market-driven education
was that children with SEN may not have access to equitable educational opportunities. Schools with
the highest performing children academically were the schools that were rewarded. The resources
tended to be focused on those children able to achieve academically and historically the children with

SEN were left behind (Soan and Monsen, 2023).

As has been the case in the past, schools are still currently disincentivised to be inclusive because if
they provide good inclusive provisions, then more children with SEN may choose to attend their
school. In the past there was a focus on children achieving 5 A* to C GCSE grades as a measure of
school performance. More recently there have been improvements with current measures focused
on Progress 8> which measures the progress children make from their starting point. Statistics show
that children with SEN perform less well on academic measures than their peers who do not have SEN
and therefore this may still adversely affect the school’s performance data. The onus on progress
measures, and the present school inspection framework serve to present schools with challenges if
they are not able to meet the criteria of ‘good’ or ‘outstanding’ based on the performance data
(Norwich, 2014; Ekins, 2015). Under the Ofsted inspection framework (DfE, 2019), there is a
requirement to provide an inclusive learning environment that meets the needs of diverse learners.

There is also a greater emphasis on the curriculum compared to earlier iterations, including ensuring

5 Progress 8 is a progress measure in secondary schools that records students’ academic progress across 8
selected subjects. This is a value-added measure whereby progress is recorded against the actual achievement
of peers with a comparable measure of prior attainment.
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that learners with SEN should not be offered a reduced curriculum. This foregrounds the egalitarian
position of equality and social justice. However, this position is contrasted by inspectors not using
school internal data as evidence, and only considering the national published data and ‘what pupils
have learned’ (DfE, 2019: 46). Again, this links judgements to academic progress and could conceivably
limit the educational opportunities available to more vulnerable learners. Schools, in some cases, will
contravene their legal duty to accept children with SEN and disabilities because they recognise the

detrimental impact should their school potentially underperform.

A further potential issue related to the school’s performance on league tables is that the children
themselves become commodities when ‘schools and teachers are being encouraged to value students
according to what these children can offer the school financially and in terms of image and
examination performance’ (Gewirtz, 2000: 601-2). Therefore, children that do not attract funding, and
in some cases may be more costly to support, or children who will not perform academically, have less

economic value to the school, ultimately disincentivising inclusion.

2.4.3 Specialist educational provision as a commodity.
The demand for specialist provision has been identified as a growing industry, which could be viewed

as contrary to the notion of inclusion (Tomlinson, 2012). There has been a move away from the
principles of New Labour as endorsing inclusion for all, to the Coalition Government’s position that
they would remove the ‘bias to inclusion’ and provide more choice for parents (HM Government,
2010: 29). This change in political agenda, and also the change in legislation (Children and Families Act,
2014) means parents can select placements with more authority than in the past. Figures released
show that ‘[b]etween January 2014 and January 2018, the number of pupils in special school and
alternative provision rose by 20.2%’ (National Audit Office, 2019: 8). This is possibly due to greater
parental involvement in the decisions over placement and the funding pressures which are serving to
limit what mainstream schools can provide for children with more significant needs. It is
understandable that parents will choose a school that does have sufficient resources and provisions
to meet the needs of their child. Yet, Soan and Monsen (2023: 29) refer to the way in which ‘[p]arents
and carers morphed into being ‘consumers’ and ‘purchasers’. This position could be seen as more
aligned to neoliberalism and may illustrate SEN as a system of choice and commodity. The EHC plans
could represent a commodity that consumers can seek, especially if they are keen to secure specialist
placement for their children. Tomlinson (2012: 267) refers to the ‘irresistible rise of the SEN Industry’
which acknowledges the ‘national and international government beliefs that higher levels of
education and skill training for all young people, including those with learning difficulties and

disabilities, are needed for successful competition in a global economy’ (Tomlinson, 2012: 269). She
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argues that mass education is ‘now underpinned by an expanded and increasingly expensive ‘SEN

Industry’”’ (Tomlinson, 2012: 268).

The shift towards ‘competitive and individualised models’ (Macleod et al., 2013: 389) will influence
professional relationships because of the notion of the consumer purchasing a service and requiring
satisfaction. Seeking the best outcomes for vulnerable learners by utilising the EHC needs assessment
process to secure the correct provisions and access to education does not fit well with this model
because it is not a simple transactional process. The process calls on collaboration and shared desires
and values in order to secure positive outcomes for the child. If there is a conflict which emerges in
the decision-making process, this is more difficult to resolve and can lead to breakdown in
relationships, which is evident in the cases that progress through the tribunal system (Local
Government Association, 2022; Jemal and Kenley, 2023) or in some cases individuals choosing to take

themselves and their children out of the system entirely (Armstrong, 1995).

2.5 Power in partnership working within the EHC needs assessment process
Decision making and the power of someone over another, means there will always be a differential

unless equality is achieved, and in reality, power is not fixed and so the balance of power may
perpetually alter. Partnership working will ultimately require the stakeholders to reach a consensus
to lead to a viable outcome, and there may be variations in power for each of the stakeholders
throughout the EHC needs assessment and planning process. Looking at the working relationships
between parents and SENCOs specifically, there may be a gap between the conceptual framework
envisaged within policy for co-production and the implementation of this in practice when examining
the EHC needs assessment and planning process. The SEN system has been built on a ‘needs’ basis
with the principle that the ‘needs’ of the child will inform the process, which immediately presents a
power differential of the dependant party reliant on support and the contributor holding the
resources. Therefore, if we are already operating within a system where injustice is evident,
implementing the principles of greater choice and voice for parents (DfE/DoH, 2015) may still result

in inequitable outcomes.

2.5.1 Relationship between ‘power” and ‘needs’
The notion of the powerful and the powerless when considering EHC needs assessment, is to a degree,

illogical in that the focus should surely be on the humanitarian motivation of ensuring the rights of the
child e.g. access to education. Warnock’s (DES, 1978) conception of SEN, and the ideology upon which
the system is based, was aligned to a social welfare model and egalitarian principles. Yet, in reality,
effecting these principles in a neoliberal context is imperfect and Armstrong (1995: 148) argues is ‘out
of step’ with economic and social individualism. The current system is based upon a ‘needs’ or deficit
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model, whereby the State provides the resources to facilitate the child’s education which places the
individual in a position of subservience to the body issuing the provision. The fact that ‘needs’ are
identified, in itself, places the individual being assessed at a disadvantage. Furthermore, Armstrong
(1995: 19-20) poses the questions ‘Whose needs are defined?’ and ‘Who has the power to define the
needs?’ which illustrates it is not simply the ‘need’ that will be considered in an assessment. Decisions
will be dependent upon the conception of that need as well as reliance on those who will be making

the judgements.

2.5.2 Factors influencing power relationships in EHC needs assessment
The disempowerment of parents of children with SEN has been an issue since before the introduction

of the 1981 Education Act (Tomlinson, 1981; Armstrong, 1995; Armstrong, 2005; Bagley et al., 2001;
Macleod et al., 2013; Boseley and Crane, 2018) and persists despite changes in legislation to address
and increase parental involvement in the statutory assessment process (Education Act, 1981;
Education Act, 1993; Education Reform Act, 1996; SENDA, 2001; Children and Families Act, 2014). The
issues raised then are as relevant now, such as: the increasing number of requests for EHC needs
assessments (or statutory assessments in the past), the costly process, and the parental mistrust in
the system. EHC needs assessment should be a transparent process which ensures equitable
outcomes for young people. Yet, inequitable power relationships appear inevitable based on the
current system. Although, arguably based on identification of needs, it is not always the child’s or
young person’s needs that are reflected in the EHC needs assessment but instead this can be
influenced by many different factors, some which relate very little to the individual’s needs. For
example, in some cases, the agendas in EHC needs assessment may be clear such as schools seeking
alternative placements for children or children regarded as higher profile®. In some cases, reasons for
EHC needs assessment could be more implicit, for example economic factors of financial gain. Some
stakeholders may not have an awareness of influencing factors, such as professionals’ decisions being
mediated by the economic and governmental structures they typically operate within, or parents or
professionals seeking answers which may absolve them from feelings of blame for children presenting
with challenges in education. Through unconscious bias, stakeholders may unintentionally exert
power in decision-making, for example some parents and / or professionals are more able than others
to navigate the system but may not be aware of their privileged position in relation to the power they

hold. This makes it such a complex issue with regards to power differential between the stakeholders

6 This does not necessarily mean they have great needs than other children. They have been highlighted and foregrounded
in the system by parents, professionals and /or the state. This relates to the subjective nature of identifying and then
determining needs of an individual and the consideration as to who has power over this process.
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during the process. Educational choices made by stakeholders are within a specific context, which may

include a complex range of multifaceted factors that could be either enabling or restrictive.

Hyslop-Margison and Sears (2010: 2) note that neo-liberal order will limit the choices of the
democratic society because decisions will be based on ‘deciding between competing brand names,
retailers or political options circumscribed by market economy principles’. Therefore, this illustrates
the market will determine the ‘political options’ available to the consumer. So, the options available
for children and parents with regards to education may be limited according to what can be offered
in the current climate. Factors such as the demographic, political climate, psychological impact of class
or resources available can all influence choices made by parents. This is reinforced by Reay’s (2012:
592) comment that ‘[e]ducational inequalities are inextricably bound up with social inequalities and

cannot be addressed in isolation from them.’

2.5.3 Perceptions of parents and professionals
It is often the case that the professionals and the parents demonstrate a great deal of good will and

commitment in working together to secure the best outcomes for children, and they do place the child
as centre to their planning and discussions, evident in examples cited by Armstrong (1995), Lamb
(2009) and Curran et al. (2017). Yet, successful working relationships demands mutual trust and
openness. How parents and professionals perceive each other can influence their interactions and the

effectiveness of processes such as the EHC needs assessment.

Parents are not a homogeneous group and undoubtedly will encompass a full diversity across society
including different classes, educational backgrounds, socio-economic status etc. Factors such as this
will influence the level and type of interaction required as parents progress through the EHC needs
assessment and planning process. Parents require different levels of support dependent upon their
individual circumstances and this limits access to the system if itis not addressed adequately. Likewise,
professionals will vary considerably. There may be a commonality in their shared roles and / or
responsibilities, but their needs in relation to access to the EHC needs assessment system and the
level of support they require will be diverse, as will their own backgrounds, values and beliefs.
Essentially, balancing what might be different values within the decision-making process for EHC

needs assessment could be challenging, especially without clear frameworks to support this.

Power can be subversive rather than overt and the ways in which parents are perceived by
professionals can indicate a level of subversive power. For example, the categorisation of parents by

professionals is evident in literature (Macleod et al., 2013; Herring et al., 2017). Macleod et al. (2013:
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392) identified that parents are perceived as ‘customers, partners and problems’. From their research

they presented a number of ‘types’ constructed by professionals which included the parent as:

Root cause of the difficulties
Contributor to the difficulties
Well-intentioned but ill equipped
Resistant and non-compliant

Unreasonable and demanding

vV V V V V VY

Competent and supportive

Categorisation of the parents, in some ways, is not dissimilar to labelling of children with SEN. It seems
that the ‘othering’ of the individual against the institution or organisation serves to distance, and
reinforces the notion of the institution as holding the values and standards which are perceived as

‘correct’.

Equally professionals can be categorised in a similar way. In Bowers’ (1995) research, parents referred

to the professionals working in the local authority as:

The put-off specialists
The excluders

The frighteners

vV V V V

The liars

The relationships described in this research were reflecting on negative experiences of the statutory
assessment process and so this relates to these categories as foregrounding the notion of ‘them and
us’. However, it does highlight how experiences can influence the perceptions of others and present
challenges where there is a breakdown in partnership working. When the conception of relationships
is oppositional rather than focused on recognising the common ground and acknowledging differences
in position and values, it can be difficult to then repair the damage. Armstrong (1995:36) argues that
by the time statutory assessment is reached the relationships can be so broken that the possibility of
partnership in the assessment is ‘out of the question’. Furthermore, Sales and Vincent (2018) refer to
professionals influencing parental input, illustrating how they can essentially limit choices based on
professionals’ personal views. Their study identified that ‘[slome thought that while policy changes
are helpful, attitudinal barriers are harder to address’ (ibid., 2018: 71) which in some ways echoes the
sentiments of Bowers (1995) and Macleod et al. (2013) where behavioural attributes assigned to the

professionals or to the parents will cause barriers.
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2.5.4 Power of the professional
With a system which is susceptible to power dynamics, there will be inconsistency and inequality

which has been evident in the past (Armstrong, 1995; Lamb, 2009) and is still evident today (Sales and
Vincent, 2018; Hellawell, 2019; Soan and Monsen, 2023). Armstrong (1995:1) highlighted that the
‘professionals have the power to select children whose needs will receive ‘special’ attention’ and so
decisions as to which requests will be successful lies in the hands of those who hold that power.
Despite the introduction of the SEND reforms in 2014 there is still inequality in the EHC needs
assessment process as to who gets at EHC plan (Sales and Vincent, 2018). This must be addressed to

ensure that those who are most vulnerable are not disadvantaged by the system.

In their research on the outcomes of EHC Plans, Sales and Vincent (2018: 68) identified that
professionals were of the opinion that when parents can advocate on behalf of their child and have a
good understanding of the provisions available, they ‘were more likely to receive greater support and
increased adherence to the statutory guidance, and had a higher chance of resulting in an EHC plan.’
This illustrates the professionals’ views on inequitable outcomes dependent on the parents and the
way the system is structured. Of course, there may be other factors that further influence outcomes
such as socio-economic status, level of education or parental involvement generally in school. This
illustrates the power dynamics operating at many levels, including the parent, the professionals, the
local authority and the wider governmental powers controlling the resources and systems. This needs

to be considered because it will influence outcomes for learners with SEN.

The decisions that SENCOs make over available resources will be, to some degree, driven by
educational agendas, finances and priorities of the school in which they are working. They cannot offer
impartial advice or guidance to parents because they must balance the reality of the system in which
they are operating. Maher (2016) refers to SENCOs as having power over decision making regarding
resources within their school. However, there is very little influence beyond the school and with issues
over high-needs funding (Education and Skills Funding Agency, 2023), this is becoming more
restrictive. How this is perceived by parents, may be contentious and especially so when the resources
available to the school are more limited. When referring to wider school relationships, Gewirtz (2000:
601) claims ‘[t]he market, combined with compliance-based quality controls, appears to have severely
limited the scope for collaboration, participative forms of decision-making and autonomous teacher
activity.” Therefore, if co-production is taking place, it may be more tokenistic approaches being
adopted due to restrictions on parents and the school ultimately maintaining the power over decision
making (Maher, 2016). Any reductions in resources and provisions could be seen as a decision taken

by SENCOs rather than a systemic issue and may significantly impact on working relationships.
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In order for mass education to operate efficiently it requires organisational compliance of all
stakeholders: the children attending school, teachers and the parents. ‘As long as parents are in
agreement with the views of the teachers all is well. However, as soon as a parent expresses
unhappiness or disagreement they are seen as a problem, and therefore as incapable of being in a
genuine partnership with the school’ (Macleod et al. 2013: 391). The onus then is on the parent as
having to change and conform and accept the guidance from professionals in order for a solution and
the relationship to continue. Gewirtz (2000: 367-8) notes how the marketized education system in
which we are operating serves to ‘treat children, parents and teachers as problems to be managed
and reformed rather than as active participants in making decisions about the context and content of
schooling’ noting how all stakeholders can be disempowered if they do not comply to the ‘accepted’

system.

Therefore, it could be posited that not only parents, but the children and teachers are also restricted
in the educational choices available to them. Gewirtz (2000: 354) used the term ‘associational justice’
to refer to the limited capacity parents, learners and teachers have in decision making. She argued
that the quality control measures within the educational system formed patterns of association that
are authoritarian. This restricts opportunities for learners, teachers or parents to have real influence
through decision making in the school and would impact upon the process of decision making in taking
forward EHC needs assessment. The system is highly bureaucratic and heavily controlled, highlighting
the authoritarian influence over the process. According to Reay, (2012: 592) ‘similarly to ‘social justice’

choice and diversity have been well and truly ‘neoliberalised”.

2.5.5 Power of the parent
Parental empowerment may be more feasible in the current system for EHC need assessment than it

has been in the past (Children and Families Act, 2014), yet it could be argued there is significant
variability in this being enacted, which could be dependent upon how ‘high-profile’’ a case is and the
status of a family to influence the system (Sales and Vincent, 2018: 68). This then impacts upon
professional practice and decision making. It could be argued that increased power with parents, and
the legal rights outlined in the Children and Families Act (2014), may have the effect of disempowering
the professional; professional competence may be called into question. Cunningham and Davis (1985)
referred to the expert, the transplant and the consumer models for professional interaction with

parents. The consumer model recognises the parents’ rights and expertise, and as the researchers

7 This does not necessarily mean they have great needs than other children. They have been highlighted and foregrounded
in the system by parents, professionals and /or the state. This relates to the subjective nature of identifying and then
determining needs of an individual and the consideration as to who has power over this process.
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claim, provides the parents with a more equal position in the relationship. They claim the expertise of
the professionalillustrates ‘effectiveness in establishing and negotiating processes and helping to find
solutions. It follows that the professional in this model is more vulnerable’ (Cunningham and Dauvis,
1985: 14). Therefore, expertise and status are possibly not valued as highly and are open to critique.
Of course, it is possible that the system could be abused where there is imbalance of power, which
was evident in the past where the authority and professionals have had greater power, and placed
children in residential provisions without the support of the parents (Hodkinson, 2019). Yet, as
acknowledged, well before the 2014 SEND reforms, by Armstrong (1995:49) it is possible that ‘parents

can try to manipulate the assessment procedures for their own ends’ too.

2.5.6 Parents’” and professionals’ ability to navigate the system
The system has been referred to as overly bureaucratic in the past (HoC, 2006; Lamb, 2009; DfE, 2011)

and despite changes with the 2014 SEND reforms to address this issue, the bureaucratic practices
continue to prevail (DfE/DoHSC, 2022). One example of where the reforms did not address the levels
of bureaucracy was in the guidance provided for schools. The Coalition Government (2010-2015) had
planned to reduce the SEND Code of Practice (DfE/DoH, 2015) in comparison to the earlier version
(DfES, 2001). Yet ‘the new one (at 239 pages) is considerably longer than the previous one (at 142
pages)’ (Norwich, 2014: 419). The system for issuing EHC plans was to be streamlined and less
burdensome with a reduced timescale from 26 weeks to 20 weeks from the initial request through to
issuing the plan. Yet, local authorities are not always meeting this requirement (National Audit Office,
2019), which may be an indication that the systems did not sufficiently improve in efficiency despite

the change in legislation.

What the literature and policy have shown is that the choice parents have, even when there are
changes to the legislation to effect more autonomy, is still limited by the system, the practices and the
resources available. Findings from the National Audit Office (2019) could indicate that parental choice
over school placement for their children with SEN may be subject to subversion by the local authority
due to the limited availability of resources. Parents felt that ‘school suggestions were inappropriate
because they did not meet their child’s specific needs and were concerned that the school choices
were too far away from home’ (HoCEC, 2019: 101). This questions if the choices being made are in the

best interests of the children.

There are indications that parents do have more of a voice now than in the past. This could be
evidenced with Bowers’ (1995) research which refers to the attributes assigned to local authority
workers by the parents of children with SEN. From his research, some of the reported behaviours by
SEN workers in local authorities included frightening parents, excluding children and lying to parents.
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An extreme example from the research included a parent recounting that she ‘was told she'd be
'sectioned' under the 1983 Mental Health Act (Department of Health and Welsh Office 1990) unless
she agreed to the provision offered’ (ibid., 1995 :142), illustrating the power that could be enacted to
remove the parental voice and influence decision making. In contrast to this, from the multivariate
analysis conducted by Shepherd et al. (2018) from July to November 2016, the benefits of parental
voice and ensuring positive engagement are foregrounded. When parents felt part of the process, this
resulted in reports that ‘their experience of the EHC plan process was positive, that their EHC plan’s
outcomes would be achieved and that, overall, they were satisfied with the EHC plan process’ (ibid.,
2018: 10). However, from another report only two thirds of parents stated they were satisfied with
the EHC process (Adams et al., 2018). This raises the question over if there is a differential in the
parents who can and cannot navigate the systems and processes related to EHC needs assessment
which may be attributed to the social and cultural capital and knowledge parents hold (Hart, 2012;
Macleod et al., 2013). The example from Bowers was extreme, and of course could not be viewed as
representative of the system as a whole, but the issue over the inequality of the system persists today
(Boseley and Crane, 2018; National Audit Office, 2019; HoCEC, 2019; DfE/ DoHSC, 2022). Hanley (2010
np) argues ‘if there is one thing that makes inequality tangible, it is the presence of choice for some
and its absence for others’. Itis therefore questionable as to whether all parents really do have greater

choice regarding the education for their child.

2.5.7 A new approach
We are in a period of change for SEND statutory and regulatory guidance, with proposals in the SEND

and Alternative Provision Improvement plan (DfE/DoHSC, 2023) seeking to improve on parental
confidence and the EHC needs assessment process. The new approach is necessary because the 2014

SEND reforms have not worked (National Audit Office, 2019; HoCEC, 2019; DfE/DoHSC, 2022).

The House of Commons Education Committee (2019) recognised that the implementation of the SEND
reforms was limited in success because relying on change to legislation and guidance is not sufficient.
In 2009, Lamb had identified the need for cultural and structural change by stating that ‘changing the
architecture of the system itself might reduce bureaucracy and promote parental confidence’ (Lamb,
2009: 89). Structural and cultural changes are challenging and so it is crucial the new plans for SEND
reform are carefully considered. Implementation will need careful planning and resources to avoid
identified shortcomings where: ‘Let down by failures of implementation, the 2014 reforms have
resulted in confusion and at times unlawful practice, bureaucratic nightmares, buckpassing and a lack
of accountability, strained resources and adversarial experiences, and ultimately dashed the hopes of

many’ (HoCEC, 2019: 3). Successful implementation of reform requires ‘considerable investment’ to
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create the necessary culture and conditions (HoCEC, 2019: 30). Additionally, ‘unless we see a culture
change, within schools and local authorities and the Government, any additional money will be
wasted’ (HoCEC, 2019: 3). Funds cannot be ploughed into a system without appropriate structural
and cultural change happening first, or we may be subject to another reform to SEND which does not

deliver the desired outcomes.
The new approach aims to build confidence in the system as noted below:

‘This will give families and providers clarity, consistency and confidence in the support that is
ordinarily available, in order to be responsive to children’s needs. With these expectations,
and improved mainstream provision, more children and young people will receive the support
they need through ordinarily available provision in their local setting. Fewer will therefore

need to access support through an Education, Health and Care Plan (EHCP).’
(DfE/DoHSC, 2023: 5-6)

Yet, this has striking parallels with the earlier DfE (2011: 4) rhetoric and proposed vision to provide ‘a
radically different system to support better life outcomes for young people’ as outlined in the

following:

‘Parents’ confidence that their child’s needs are being met is vital to making the system feel
less adversarial. A central piece of this jigsaw is the capacity and commitment of the education
system to give every child and young person the chance to succeed. Every child, whether in a
mainstream or special setting, deserves a world-class education to ensure that they fulfil their

potential.’
(DfE, 2011: 57)

It could be argued that a driver for the increasing momentum for adopting co-production in practice
is the expected improved economic outcomes for the State. If undertaking co-production leads to
increased trust and confidence in the SEND system, it is likely this will result in fewer requests for EHC
needs assessment and fewer disputes or tribunals. However, based on the evidence of the poor
implementation of the SEND reforms (HoCEC, 2019) without the initial investment to realise this in

practice, it may lead to further pressures on the system.

In principle, the new proposals (DFE/DoHSC, 2023) continue to align to a deficit model and provide a
continued version of the ‘separate shadow special education system’ (Soan and Monsen, 2023: 25).
This could be considered problematic because it does not represent a change to the ‘architecture of

the system’ (Lamb, 2009: 89). Already there have been critiques of the new proposals as adopting the
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same principles and approaches of the past, and not going far enough to address failings, because it
is providing more of the same. Soan and Monsen (2023: 25) argue the ‘revised SEND Green Paper can
be seen to be offering a fine-tuning and refocusing of existing legislation and practice ... it does not

represent a radical departure from previous legislation.’

The recommendation from the House of Commons Education Committee (2019) was to introduce a
new impartial role within the local authority to support parents proceeding with the EHC needs
assessment process, yet this is not evident in the current proposals (DfE/DoHSC, 2023). The principle
of assigning an impartial, independent advocate acknowledges the complexity when there are
competing forces in place which may hinder the collaborative practices required to secure the best
educational opportunities for learners. As the current political direction moves away from assigning
an impartial role, the SENCO role takes on more prominence in implementing the impending changes,
as identified with the earlier SEND reforms in 2014 (Curran et al., 2018; Hellawell, 2019). This presents
challenge because the SENCO’s ability to build successful collaborative relationships with parents is
undoubtedly conflicted by the restrictive authoritarian system in which they operate (see Section
2.5.4). A move to a values-based education system will be explored in the next section as one way to

manage these tensions.

2.6 A values-based approach to education: effecting co-production
The successive changes to the SEND system and reforms in 2014 have not improved the statutory

assessment process for children, parents and professionals (DfE/DoHSC, 2022). In contrast to a
consumerist, marketisation model, a values-based approach is explored as a possible way forward for
supporting person-centred, collaborative decision-making to effect co-production in practice. Models
across disciplines, including health and social care, are drawn upon to consider what might be
applicable to an educational setting (Carpenter, 1997; DfES, 2009a; Genuine Partnerships, 2019;
Herring et al., 2017, SCIE, 2022).

2.6.1 Implementing person-centred practice
Hellawell (2019: 134) claims ‘[o]ne approach that seeks to facilitate the co-production of provision is

person-centred planning’. This is evident throughout the SEND Code of Practice (DfE/ DoH, 2015) and
is noted in the principles underpinning the coordinated assessment noting ‘professionals and local
authorities can ensure that children, young people and parents are involved in all aspects of planning
and decision-making’ (DfE/DoH, 2015: 148). Yet how to implement this in practice is not clear.

Recommendation 28 in the Lamb Inquiry (2009) referred to the DCSF as commissioning National
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Strategies® to ‘provide training to support the development of a partnership approach’ (ibid., 2009:
65). There was some development in this area supported by recommendations 5 to 8, which focused
on improved training for all staff working with children. However, implementing the suggested
standardised training for a partnership approach was not adopted. Currently there is no explicit
guidance on how to work in person-centred ways in order to acknowledge the values of the individual

and family, or how this can be mediated in more complex or challenging situations.

Person-centred practice is complex and rooted in adopting a values-based approach. In Rogers (1995:
115) work related to person-centred therapy, he referred to the three conditions that need to be
present to create a climate that is growth-promoting. He noted that these conditions were applicable
to any situation ‘where the development of the person is a goal’ e.g. parent and child, student and
teacher etc. The first condition is called ‘genuineness, realness or congruence’ the more the
interaction can include the person without ‘professional front or personal fagade’ the more
constructive the outcome. The second condition is ‘acceptance, or caring, or prizing’ what Rogers’ has
called ‘unconditional positive regard’ (Rogers, 1995: 116). This includes a willingness to accept
whatever feeling is being experienced and Rogers’ claims ‘such caring on the part of the therapist is
nonpossessive. The therapist prizes the client in total rather than a conditional way’ (Rogers, 1995:
116). The third condition is ‘empathetic understanding’. Roger’s (1995: 116) posits that ‘this kind of
sensitive, active listening is exceedingly rare in our lives. We think we listen, but we rarely do listen
with real understanding, true empathy. Yet listening of this very special kind, is one of the most potent
forces for change that | know.” These principles underpinning person-centred approaches illustrate
the complexity of adopting a values-based approach in practice. Providing a person-centred
atmosphere is embedded in culture and ethos of the environment and the professionals operating
within the environment and not something that can be simply applied. There is a requirement for a
wider skill-set from professionals due to the need for effective dialogue to facilitate person-centred
practice. Cribb and Gewirtz (2012: 512) argue professionals ‘must develop a wider repertoire of
communicative skills, which require new kinds of ethical identity - those of facilitator, collaborator,
communicator and navigator.” This indicates the need for investment in resources and support to
implement and embed person-centred approaches, such as providing appropriate training and shared

frameworks to support participatory decision-making.

8 The National Strategies were a series of educational initiatives and directives introduced under New Labour
DfES from 1998 through to 2010 with the aim to improve the quality of teaching and learning in schools in
England
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2.6.2 Participatory decision-making
The Children and Families Act (2014: 19), mandates ‘the importance of the child and his or her parent,

or the young person, participating as fully as possible in decisions’. Decision making is a way of
effecting participation in systems and processes and involving citizens in the process of governance.
Stewart (2009: 3) considers this from a policy-making perspective and argues that participation is
linked to deliberative or discursive democracy, and this describes ‘the theory and practice of
implementing participation by generating direct ‘conversations’ between government and citizens’. It
could therefore provide a level of empowerment to individuals engaging with the State such as in the

EHC needs assessment process.

The ways in which parents, schools and the educational system interact can lead to more complex
factors that could hinder the voice of the individual as being part of the process. For example, Vincent
(2000: 7) refers to the relationship between the parent and the school as an ‘exemplar of relations
between citizens and state institutions’ and claims that education reflects citizenship today as
essentially being passive in nature. If this is the case, and there is an assumed position of passivity,
then this could reinforce a lack of desire or opportunity for participatory decision-making. One ethical
dilemma related to implementing a requirement for shared decision-making is that it can be
burdensome. The individual is no longer the passive recipient, but now must be involved. This can be
onerous and not necessarily liberating. Furthermore, it may not necessarily always lead to greater
powers illustrated with the ‘shift from welfare users being constrained or oppressed by one limited
script - that of a compliant parent or patient - to their being constrained or oppressed by a different

script - that of a compliant participant’ (Cribb and Gewirtz, 2012: 510).

In engaging stakeholders, ideally governments are ‘not just listening to them, but being prepared to
take notice of them’ (Stewart, 2009: 8). If the system is not enabling the opportunities to take notice
of stakeholders such as parents and key professionals, it becomes tokenistic and possibly further fuels
the dissatisfaction in the process. Therefore, it is essential to include the mechanisms for ‘participating
as fully as possible’ (Children and Families Act, 2014: 19). Fung (2006) claims that the State interests
will differ from the majority of citizens, and so by providing structures to facilitate more participation
from citizens, it will positively influence aspects such as accountability, facilitating coalitions for policy
development and countering elite opinions. However, an argument against this position is that
institutions are already sufficiently democratic. By providing further devolvement, it could lead to
disintegration, meaning that ‘institutions with additional, more far-reaching forms are either doomed

to ineffectiveness or, worse, can actually hinder democracy’ (Stewart, 2009: 13).
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Arnstein’s (1969) ladder of participation has been used to conceptualise increasing involvement in
decision-making from non-participatory through to tokenism and then citizen control at the top of the
ladder. Yet, this is not a simple and transactional process as noted by Cribb and Gewirtz (2012: 509)
who refer to the often ‘one dimensional’ perspective on partnership working, where power or control
is perceived as simply transferring (either in whole or part) from the professional to the service user.
This leads to a simplistic notion that ‘users become empowered rather than disempowered, [and] are
made independent rather than dependent’, but this one-dimensional position ignores the ‘ethical
complexities embedded in welfare relationships’ (ibid., 2012: 510). A concern here is the neglect of
the ‘relational dimensions of welfare within partnership discourses’ (ibid., 2012: 514). Cribb and
Gewirtz (2012: 514) challenge a simple conception of partnership working by acknowledging
relationships as ‘promoting independence and acknowledging dependence at one and the same time’.
It is important to recognise these complexities in participatory decision-making, including how power

differentials undoubtedly influence the implementation of co-production.

2.6.3 Co-production
From the review of literature, there is no clear and definitive definition of co-production in relation to

education, and as supported by Soan and Monsen (2023: 120) co-production is ‘a relatively new term
being used in education policy’. This, to some degree, must contribute to challenges in adopting co-
production within education. Indeed, Lamb (2022: 22) argues that ‘[d]isentangling some of the
terminology and assumptions behind different types of engagement could be helpful in thinking
through how to develop, manage and assess interventions aimed at securing greater engagement.’ In
order to address this challenge, it is important to consider the developments leading to co-production

as a political driver evident in current policy (DfE/DoHSC, 2023).

2.6.3.1 Developments leading to co-production
Ostrom (1996) is often referred to as the first to utilise the term co-production. In her seminal paper

she presented co-production as ‘a process through which inputs from individuals who are not “in” the
same organisation are transformed into goods and services’ (Ostrom, 1996: 1073). This was a broad
definition which could encompass businesses, rather than specifically focusing on the public sector or
governmental organisations. Although, Ostrom (1996) recognized the challenges in implementation
when there is a centralised government and that attitudinal changes in public agencies would be
required in order to work effectively over time. She also highlighted that implementation of co-
production would be dependent upon the resources and the mutual benefits of both parties.

Social, cultural and historical factors will shape co-production, such as the changes in legislation,

political movements and cultural and societal changes over time. In relation to SEN there is a long
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history of partnership working, and a range of terms that have been used to describe working with
parents, some of which include: ‘partnership’, ‘informing’, ‘working with’, ‘cooperation’,
‘collaboration’, ‘co-production’ and ‘co-working’. Frost (2005: 12) identified the challenge of the
‘diverse and confusing numbers of words and phrases’ for professionals working together and
presented a continuum for partnership working (Appendix C). This can be useful for considering
nuances of meaning between the different terms, but we are still in a position where language is used
without clear definitions (Lamb, 2022). This can present challenges in developing shared

understandings for working together.

More recently there has been an impetus for ‘co-production’ to be adopted in the ways in which
parents of children with SEND are engaged in education (DfE, 2023a, DfE/DoHSC, 2023). This may be
following a movement in public services more widely as co-production seems to be more established
in health and care services than it is within education. For example, the ‘Care Act 2014 specifically
includes the concept of co-production in its statutory guidance’ (SCIE, 2022: np). Additionally, NHS
England adhere to the statutory guidance on working in partnership with people and communities
(NHS, 2023) which adheres to the Health and Care Act (2022: np), which includes a section on
‘Collaborative working’. With increased accountability on wider sectors working more closely together
and the holistic nature of supporting children with more complex SEND (Todd, 2011), education,
health and social care will undoubtedly interface because children’s development includes all these
domains. Separating the domains forensically, doesn’t acknowledge the integrated nature of a child’s
development. All professionals, therefore, arguably need to be well equipped to work together and

with families in the most inclusive and effective way to meet needs holistically.

2.6.3.2 Definitions of co-production
There is no standard definition for co-production for working in education, although there are a range

of definitions which could be drawn upon to conceptualise co-production to support the
implementation of the new policy directives for SEND (DfE/DoHSC, 2023). Cahn (2000) posits that a
co-production framework serves to bridge the market and non-market and in doing so elevates the
non-market system (families, communities etc.) to a level of parity with the market (professionals,
organisations etc.) and argues the market economy needs a healthy non-market economy. He argues
that co-production enables society to harness professional expertise in a way that empowers: ‘The
relationship between professional and non-professional shifts from one of subordination and
dependency to parity, mutuality and reciprocity’ (Cahn, 2000: 35). These positive claims could be

related to embedding co-production into the statutory assessment process as a way to fully involve
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citizens in decision making. Yet, in some cases, this will require shifting mindsets and changes in

culture as the parents are placed more centrally in the process.

Roper, Grey and Cadogan (2018: 1) claim co-production goes ‘beyond traditional consumer
participation models’ and define co-production as ‘consumers involved in, or leading, defining the
problem, designing and delivering the solution, and evaluating the outcome, either with professionals
or independently’ (ibid., 2018: 2). This definition as involving a range of processes illustrates that co-
production is a process and not something which can be enacted as a singular event. The definition

from SCIE (2022: np) also illustrates co-production as an ongoing process:

‘Co-production is not just a word, it’s not just a concept, it is a meeting of minds coming
together to find a shared solution. In practice, it involves people who use services being
consulted, included and working together from the start to the end of any project that affects

them.” (SCIE, 2022: np)

These definitions draw attention to ‘co-production’ as comprising of: people, relationships,
communication and sharing underlying values. All of which cannot be simply adopted in practice

without building the conditions for it to happen.

2.6.3.3 Different types of co-production
Co-production requires significant investment from all stakeholders, it is not a simple transactional

process and there may be different levels at which parents and professionals can or wish to
participate. In the same ways that there can be different levels of engagement, there are different

levels in which co-production can be enacted.

Roper, Grey and Cadogan (2018) identify a range of stages for co-production including co-planning,
co-design, co-evaluation and co-delivery. This could be conceptualised as being towards the top of
Arnstein’s (1969) ladder and representing ‘citizen control’. However, this also illustrates the higher
level of commitment required by all parties — it is an ongoing and developmental activity in working
together at different stages of a process. This also gives rise to the potential for complexity in enacting
co-production in practice. For example, consideration of how individuals, communities and
organisations ‘negotiate autonomy while participating in coproduction’ (Goodwin, 2019: 512). This
can be strengthened in some cases, and undermined in other situations. For example, Smith (2022:
12) argues most parents are likely to want greater decision-making powers for their own child’s
education and ‘it is likely only to be a minority of parents who have the cognitive, physical, mental and
financial capacity needed — or indeed the inclination — to want to engage strategically.” This is a really

important consideration, because forcing parents to co-produce when they are not in a position to do
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so completely undermines the principles of co-production as a values-based, person-centred

endeavour.

Although the potential benefits of integrating co-production are clear (Ostrom, 1996; Cahn, 2000;
Cribb and Gewirtz, 2012), it is vital to recognise that there needs to be choice and multiple mechanisms
within the system to enable parents to engage and participate at the right level for them personally.
One approach will not meet all stakeholders’ needs. It is good therefore to conceptualise co-
production as consisting of differing levels. Cahn (2000) refers to multiple levels of co-production,
which include the individual (valuing an individual’s contribution), societal (agencies, institutions and
organisations) and a social justice perspective (human rights and civil rights movements). It is

therefore important to recognise the multiple ways in which co-production can be enacted.

Lamb’s (2022) typology for parental engagement has informed the conceptualisation of different
levels of co-production (Table 1). This includes examples of how co-production might be realised for
the different levels as well as considerations on how this might impact on practice. Co-production can
vary quite significantly in practice based on whether it is co-production at an individual level, a school
level, a local authority level or at a national level. It is important therefore to recognise these
differences and also to allow movement within frameworks so that co-production can be effected at

the right level for the individual situation or circumstances.

Levels of Examples Considerations for levels of co- Supporting
co- production literature
production
Individual Parents and professionals | ‘The engagement should meet Ostrom, 1996;
working together to parents where they are and build on | Cahn, 2000;
support children e.g. co- the relationship with them’ (Lamb, Goodwin, 2019;
planning and target 2022: 23). Smith, 2022;
setting at annual reviews Lamb, 2022
etc.
Strategic School level involvement | ‘Danger of professionalising parental | Cribb and
(school e.g. co-designing policies | input or restricting to those who are | Gewirtz, 2012;
level) familiar with the norms and culture Lamb, 2022
of professional practice’ (Lamb,
2022: 24).
Strategic Local or national level e.g. | ‘Requires a significant level of Joshi and
(local or co-evaluation on the commitment and the right contextin | Moore, 2004;
national management of budgets, | terms of legislative rights and Roper, Grey and
level) commissioning services technical and resource support Cadogan, 2018;
etc. (Lamb, 2022: 24). Lamb, 2022;
DfE/DoHSC,
2023

Table 1: Different levels of working models for co-production
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2.6.4 Frameworks for co-production
Frameworks may have different functions, but in general the ‘structure of most frameworks is the

identification of a set of concepts and their general relationships’ with the purpose of organising these
to represent the ‘basic ideas of theory or conceptual thinking’ (Partelow, 2023: 510-11). Currently
there are no specified frameworks for supporting co-production in education (or person-centred
planning which is necessary to enact co-production) despite the requirement to implement this (DfE,
2023a; DfE/DoHSC, 2023). Boseley and Crane (2018: 37) questioned how change can be embedded
effectively without frameworks and ‘explicit guidance within SEN reforms’ (ibid., 2018: 37), an issue
reinforced in the outcomes identified in the House of Commons Education Committee report (HoCEC,

2019).

Providing appropriate training and a common framework which can be applied across the different
professions involved in EHC needs assessment may support consistency and confidence. Within the
SEND Code of Practice it states that ‘[p]ractitioners in all services involved in the assessment and
planning process need to be skilled in working with children, parents and young people to help them
make informed decisions. All practitioners should have access to training so they can do this
effectively’ (DfE/ DoH, 2015: 149). As there are no specified common frameworks in place, there is no
standard response to working with families. This can lead to variability, and although there is some
evidence of good practice (Lamb, 2009; Curran et al., 2017; Adams et al., 2018; Shepherd et al., 2018),

there is also the danger that family contributions could be treated with a tokenistic response.

There are examples of partnership principles, models and frameworks for effective collaboration
which could be drawn upon to consider the principles or foundations for developing a standardised
framework across the professions. For example, Carpenter (1997: 24) identified the following as
markers of good practice in comparing three intervention programmes in New Zealand, Australia and

the UK:

e Family-focused service delivery

e Parents and professionals mutually valued
e Shared agenda: shared goals

e Collaborative working

e Effective evaluation

Consideration of shared values to underpin a framework is important. Partelow (2023: 511) raises the
guestion over why some concepts and relationships are chosen over others and claims that ‘choices

are often the result of the positionality of the framework’s creators.” This reinforces frameworks as
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social constructs, influenced by political, social and cultural dimensions. As such, it is important to
realise this aspect and the values base by which frameworks are established. Carpenter’s (1997)
principles of good practice align with values-based practice and a person-centred approach. The

shared, collaborative approach could also support the development of a basis for co-production.

More recently, the National Strategies included an initiative for improving relationships and
communication through use of the Structured Conversation (DfES, 2009a). This included a model for
conversations following a four staged approach of Explore, Focus, Plan Review. This participatory
model aimed to ‘[f]acilitate a relationship that develops around the shared purpose of improving the
educational achievement of young people with SEND’ and allowed ‘the free exchange of information
and views’ (DfES, 2009a: 6). The Structured Conversation model was part of the Achievement For All
(DfES, 2009b) initiative. Lamb (2009) called for making these materials available after the Achievement

For All pilot, however this was not taken forward as a standard approach across all education settings.

Many local authorities have devised their own frameworks for co-production, which is possibly in
response to the requirement to co-produce, but without the national guidance or common framework
to support this in practice. Rotherham Charter created ‘The Four Cornerstones Approach to Co-

production’ (Genuine Partnerships, 2019) which include the following principles:

welcome and care
value and include

communicate

e A

work in partnership

This can lead to the development of really useful materials and resources to support co-production,
for example the Cornerstone Tools. Some of these approaches, frameworks and resources have been
adopted or adapted to be used more widely, however, this localised approach tends to reinforce the
variability for service users. Without consistency across areas and support to implement co-
production at a national level, there will continue to be pockets of good practice and variable access

or engagement taking place.

Drawing on the discipline of health care, the Herring et al. (2017) framework for balanced decision-
making, which results in ‘autonomy-through-partnership’, could be applied in schools. This framework
may be suited for the EHC needs assessment and resultant management of the plans because it fosters
collaborative conversations. The framework is ‘balanced’ because alongside acknowledging the

importance of the individual’s perspective or values (rather than what might be deemed in their best
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interest), it notes the individual’s decision cannot be absolute, and the conclusion should be agreed

collaboratively. There are two aspects to consider:

1. What might be considered as reasonable for someone in a similar situation

2. Whatis the particular perspective of the person involved (their values)

Neither aspect takes precedence, but requires the balancing of one with the other. Thisis an important
consideration because in the SEND Code of Practice (DfE/DoH, 2015) there is recognition of possible
conflict, but recognising that ‘it is in the child’s best interests for a positive dialogue between parents,
teachers and others to be maintained, to work through points of difference and establish what action
is to be taken’ (DfE/DoH, 2015: 22). This highlights the importance of ‘dialogue’ and ensuring
communication channels are open to work through possible differences in ‘values’ in order to reach a
consensus. It is worth acknowledging that rather than effecting genuine power over decision making
in the statutory assessment process, the involvement of the parents has been seen in the past as
facilitating ‘the smooth operation of the bureaucratic procedures themselves’ (Armstrong, 1995: 145).
The partnership model in this instance would serve to endorse the system as a method of control that
elicits compliance from the parent. However, the balanced decision-making model acknowledges that
the professional is ‘not in a position to take the “right” decision’ (Herring et al., 2017: 590). The
professional holds expertise of the educational context, and it is through consideration for the
individual and the parents’ underpinning values, that the decision making can be based on shared

values and priorities.

2.6.5. Decision making as dialogue
At the heart of any framework for participatory decision-making to take place will be dialogue. The

quality of the dialogue and the range of skills required by the professional is essential, such as well-
developed communication and conflict resolution. This focus on direct interaction as being
fundamental was also foregrounded by Lamb (2009: 40) noting that ‘no information system will be

valued that does not make provision for face-to-face communication’.

The balancing approach proposed by Herring et al., (2017: 593) is in ‘direct contrast with a consumerist
understanding of autonomy of patient choice’ (Herring et al., 2017: 593). As noted in the current
systems, parents are limited on the choices and autonomy they really can affect because the
provisions are driven by market forces. Parents have increased rights (Children and Families Act, 2014),
but with the recognition that this should not overrule the decisions of the professionals, in the same
way that professionals should not overrule parents. This dilemma is also acknowledged by Cribb and

Gewirtz (2012: 513) who note the professionals have to balance ‘how far to enable and/or allow
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welfare users to make choices or decisions that professionals judge harmful to others and society at
large’. Essentially, the principles in practice that are focused on decision making in relation to SEN

confirm:

‘Parents’ views are important during the process of carrying out an EHC needs assessment and
drawing up or reviewing an EHC plan in relation to a child. Local authorities, early years
providers and schools should enable parents to share their knowledge about their child and
give them confidence that their views and contributions are valued and will be acted upon. At
times, parents, teachers and others may have differing expectations of how a child’s needs
are best met. Sometimes these discussions can be challenging but it is in the child’s best
interests for a positive dialogue between parents, teachers and others to be maintained, to

work through points of difference and establish what action is to be taken.’
(DfE/DoH, 2015: 21)

2.7 Chapter summary
The review of literature in Chapter 2 provided context and background to developments in policy and

practice related to parents’ opportunities for participatory decision-making with SENCOs. Initially this
included a historical overview of the developments of partnership working with parents, and in
particular, in relation to the statutory assessment processes and management of Education, Health

and Care plans.

It was clear from the literature there are a number of challenges that have persisted within the SEND

system related to working with parents, which led to exploration of the following areas:

e The current wider educational climate impacting upon SEND

e Neoliberalism in education and the impact of consumerism within SEND

e The influence of power in partnership working and the resultant tensions for parents and
SENCOs

e Values-based practice to support placing people as central

e Models for working together, including co-production

e Dialogue and participatory decision-making

There were some identified gaps in the literature which included studies which looked solely at the
parents’ or the SENCOs’ perspectives as opposed to studies exploring perspectives of both groups
simultaneously. There was also a gap in the literature specifically exploring co-production within SEND

education. These identified gaps are aspects which have been addressed in the design of my study
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which explores both parents’ and the SENCOs’ perspectives on working together as well as their

understanding of co-production.

Reflection on literature
Initially | was quite concerned that | was unable to find relevant sources of literature related to

parents and SENCOs working co-productively from the systematic approach adopted. | met with
the university librarian who showed me how to use the databases for conducting searches and
explain how these can be more suitable as they draw on a wider base of sources. This was useful in
identifying specific articles (Appendix A) which then enabled me to broaden my search using
citation pearl growing. | also realised that much of the literature that was relevant were reports and
grey literature in the public domain and so adopting a more traditional systematic literature review
as the sole approach would not serve to include all relevant sources.

Since conducting the initial search in March 2020 there have been a number of publications relevant
to the area of this study and so keeping up to date has been important to ensure | am engaging with
the most currentideas in the field. Since commencing the study there seems to have been a growing

body of interest in this specific area.
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3. Chapter 3 - Methodology

3.1 Position of study and self
This chapter presents the methodology for this study to consider the overarching research question

‘What are parents’ and SENCOs’ experiences of co-production when they are making decisions
during the EHC needs assessment and planning process?’ From this study, the aim is to gain an
improved understanding of the relationship between the SENCO and the parent based on their
collaboration during the EHC needs assessment and management of the resultant EHC plan. By gaining
insights into another person’s thoughts and beliefs, this produces knowledge of what and how people

think about this particular phenomenon. °

Essentially all researchers and research will be positioned according to ontological beliefs on ‘reality’*°

and epistemological beliefs relating to the creation of knowledge. This study was informed by the
premise that experience®! is constructed within the mind of the individual and therefore there is no
single reality or truth, as reality is created by individuals. Essentially the ‘same set of events can be
narrated in many different ways’ (Hammersley, 2013: 37). This leads to philosophical questions on
existence itself and what makes the world meaningful. My ontological position in relation to
fundamental understanding of the world and reality informed my approach and was based mainly on
the phenomenological philosophical positions of Heidegger (1962), Merleau-Ponty (1962) and Sartre

(1969), which encompasses an interpretivist phenomenological position.

This study was underpinned by a qualitative approach, with Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis
(IPA) at the centre of the methods focusing on human experience of a specific process and how the
individual makes sense of their situation. This moves away from transcendental and descriptive
phenomenology of Husserl (1927), to mainly align to hermeneutics and existential phenomenology
(Heidegger, 1962; Merleau-Ponty 1962; Sartre, 1969). | am interested in how people make sense of
their experience or situation rather than attempting to identify a specific ‘truth’ or facts regarding the
situation. From this position, epistemologically, reality needs to be interpreted and these
interpretations are used to discover underlying meaning regarding the events and the reality this is
based upon for particular individuals. Meaning is brought to the material world by human

understanding and interpretation. However, this will inevitably lead to many different realities rather

9 References to phenomenon / phenomena in this study relate to the Kantian notion of an object of experience
‘our concepts can only yield knowledge through “being related merely to appearances, i.e., objects of a
possible experience,”” (Guyer, 2014: 148)
10 The term ‘reality’ can be questioned from an ontological position, for the purposes of this study, reality is
argued as being relativist rather than realist in nature.
11 The term experience is used as the conduit for exploring phenomena in this study and so ‘experience’
provides our representation of the object being explored (Guyer, 2014).
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than one fixed position. With this position, there is no one truth or universal behaviour, but the
individual experiences can aid and progress our understanding because we engage with, and relate

to, the recounted experiences based on our own understanding.

From a personal perspective, | am conscious that my experiences will have influenced my reality and
therefore my position in this study. My professional experiences and knowledge include holding the
position of SENCO during the SEND reforms in 2014. | was directly involved in managing the transfer
of Statements to Education Health and Care plans and so my experiences of supporting parents at that
time will influence my position. | lecture on the National Award for SEN Coordination which is currently
the mandatory qualification SENCOs must achieve to practice, although this is changing to the National
Professional Qualification (DfE, 2023a). This informed my understanding of the context in which
SENCOs were operating and the impact policy and legislative changes have had on their role and
practice more generally. Creswell and Creswell (2023) present the constructivist world view on
research as acknowledging we are influenced by our historical and social perspective from the culture
in which we live. They note that ‘qualitative researchers seek to understand the context or setting of
the participants through visiting this context and gathering information personally. They also interpret
what they find, an interpretation shaped by the researcher’s own experiences and background’
(Creswell and Creswell, 2023: 10). Therefore, through the research process, | was able to bring my
own position to the interpretation of the data and influence the findings. However, it is important to
acknowledge the lens by which | engaged with the data. My past experiences have led to a deep,
ingrained interest in social justice and so this had to be addressed in my analysis due to the interpretive
nature of this approach. Yet, rather than seeing this as a limitation in the study, this hermeneutic
approach embraces the researcher as part of the process. Hermeneutics and phenomenology are not
separate, but a dynamic process, because ‘[w]ithout the phenomenology, there would be nothing to
interpret; without the hermeneutics, the phenomenon would not be seen’ (Smith, Flowers and Larkin.

2022: 31).

There are two aspects of phenomenology that link closely to the aims of the research. First the
interconnectedness of the self and the world or reality we inhabit. Second the essentially humanistic
element present in phenomenology, which focuses closely upon the individual’s lived experience and
could be argued, to an extent, is person centred. These two aspects relate to my ontological position

as a researcher and are now discussed further in relation to this study.

3.1.1 The interconnected aspect
In this study the primary focus is relationships and collaboration between stakeholders through the

EHC needs assessment and management of the resultant EHC plan. Therefore, the interconnected
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nature of the self within the world and how this interaction brings meaning, underpins this study, the

methodological approach, and it is fundamental to the research question.

Heidegger (1962) questioned what is ‘being’ and related humans to the term ‘Dasein’ noting that ‘Da’
referred to there or here and ‘sein’ related to ‘being’ which then emphasised the notion of ‘being
there or here’. This represents the principle that humans are bound in time and the notion of
temporality, and as such, we are able to look over our whole life and we are conscious of death. This
enables the Dasein to position the self against the world in which we live and reinforces the
interconnected nature. The Dasein and the world are not distinct entities. Heidegger argued that
Dasein cannot exist separated from the world, it is intrinsic and interconnected and not just a
collection of external objects. This phenomenological concept of intersubjectivity refers to the ‘shared,
overlapping and relational nature of our engagement in the world’ (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2022:
13). Intersubjectivity, then is a key concept relating to our ability to communicate with each other and

to also make sense of each other.

The theoretical perspective of interpretivism highlights the importance of others because reality is
interpreted, ‘dasein alone is incomplete’ (Inwood, 1997: 40). This is a key aspect of Heidegger's
philosophical position but also a principle of the collaborative practices required for the EHC needs
assessment and planning process to be effective to lead to positive outcomes for learners. To consider
other’s values and positions is an essential part of the process. Choice is also key in relation to this
study which is focused on the decision-making process. Heidegger’s (1962) Dasein violates Aristotle’s
ontology because it is not a substance with an essential nature and with properties. There is an
element of possibility, Dasein is not an actual thing but the possibility of various ways of being, which
indicates a level of choice and autonomy. In the study, this was explored through the experiences of
stakeholders’ decision-making and how they collaborated in order to enact, as far as they were able,

their choice in the process of EHC needs assessment.

Merleau-Ponty (1962) was informed by Heidegger's position in that he argues for a ‘more
contextualised phenomenology’ (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2022: 13) and took this notion further to
consider the embodied nature of our relationships with the world e.g., the body shapes the essential
character of our knowing about the world. We are positioned as looking out at the world and so will
see the other as different from ourselves because we are not subsumed within the world. Therefore,
by always beginning with the position that the other is different, our observations will originate from
a position of difference. We can observe or feel empathy for others, but no matter how close we may
be to another individual, we will not be able to entirely share their experience, ‘our situations cannot

be superimposed on each other’ (Merleau-Ponty, 1962: 356).
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Therefore, we are interconnected in that our perceptions are informed by the world and our
engagement with it, creating the position of difference. We are all interconnected and so we are

unable to completely detach ourselves from the experiences of others we encounter or engage with.

3.1.2 The humanistic, person-centred aspect
As the literature review revealed in Chapter 2, there has been a move towards collaboration and

person-centred approaches more recently in political and sociological domains. One theme from the
literature review, and a central theme for this thesis, is that a values-based approach is required for
effective EHC needs assessment and this can be facilitated with co-production between stakeholders.
We have moved to a position where the EHC needs assessment process is more person centred in
legislation, however, in practice this is not always effectively implemented (Adams et al., 2018;
Boseley and Crane, 2018; Sales and Vincent, 2018; HoCEC, 2019; National Audit Office, 2019;
DfE/DoHSC, 2023). Roper, Grey and Cadogan (2018) argue that traditional models of political and
economic power will impact upon the implementation of co-production and that cultural shifts will
need to take place to facilitate this type of working. They also note that in some instances co-
production is not appropriate and that other levels of participation might be more appropriate. For
example, when there are pre-determined targets that might be in conflict with stakeholders’ priorities.
They identify the importance of acknowledging the level of co-production that is possible and that
‘the term co-production is not co-opted’ so that participation is happening at a lower level than
intended (ibid., 2018: 11). Person-centred planning is a key aspect for consideration and at the core
of the study. Therefore, this humanistic aspect of phenomenology facilitates the principle of a person-

centred approach within the study itself.

Smith, Flowers and Larkin (2022: 27) refer to the IPA research process as ‘elementally a human one’
highlighting that it is the lived experience which should be the focus and not the ‘philosophical account
of the lived experience’ (ibid., 2022: 27). This connects with an ontological position of placing the
person at the centre. Parents and SENCOs share an important relationship in the EHC needs
assessment and planning process. Any tensions or even possible break-down in their relationships
could be costly for the child, further highlighting the need to adopt a methodological approach that
will place due significance on the participants’ voices. Phenomenology may be idiographic in nature,

but this does serve to foreground the person’s experience as central to the study.

With phenomenological research there are challenges with representing the lived experience of the
participants as closely as possible. However, as already noted, the phenomenological researchers are
interested in the experiential world of the participants rather than an ultimate reality or truth. Willig
(2013: 16) provides an analogy for the researcher as resembling ‘a person-centred counsellor who
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listens to the client’s account of their experience empathically, with an attitude of unconditional,
positive regard and without questioning the external validity of what the client is saying.” Therefore,
the participant is central and recognising what is, and is not, shared will form their reality of the
experience. Bruner (2004: 694) notes that life stories are ‘highly susceptible to cultural, interpersonal,
and linguistic influences’ which will undoubtedly impact upon the way in which experiences are shared
and recounted by participants. What people shared in the interviews may not be a true representation,
but it will be their representation of the experience and how they chose to portray it, which reinforces

the person-centred focus.

3.2 Why IPA?
IPA was selected as the core approach for this study, but it has been framed with other qualitative

methods in order to provide further context for the study. IPA originated relatively recently (Smith,
1996), in response to the need for a qualitative approach that could capture the experiential, but that
could ‘still dialogue with mainstream psychology’ (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2022: 4). Although
originating within the discipline of psychology, this approach is suited to ‘people concerned with the
human predicament’ (ibid., 2022: 4) and has been adopted into wider disciplines including the social

sciences.

Willig (2013: 17) notes that interpretative phenomenological research ‘seeks to generate knowledge
about the quality and texture of experience as well as about its meaning within a particular social and
cultural context.” This aligns to the aims of the study to enable a close examination of a significant
event which is personal to the individual, but not in isolation from the context as a pure description
of the phenomenon. It is the interpretation to gain meaning within the context which provides
opportunity to secure further critical and conceptual knowledge of the process. IPA was selected as

the central methodological approach owing to this theoretical, underlying principle.

IPA also has the flexibility to be framed with other qualitative methods in order to provide further
contextual details to support the main focus of the study. Smith, Flowers and Larkin (2022: 47) refer
to ‘bolder designs’ whereby studies can include wider areas of foci within the methodology to enhance
and provide new ways to explore the identified phenomena. | wanted to use other qualitative
approaches to gather data pre and post conducting IPA to support a richer context for analysis (see
Section 3.3). Therefore, because IPA is a method which is evolving, it ‘is a new and developing
approach that leaves more room for creativity and freedom to explore on the part of the researcher

who uses it’ (Willig, 2013: 99) and so this flexibility suited the design of my study.
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There are three theoretical perspectives underpinning IPA, these are phenomenology, hermeneutics

and idiography, which will be discussed in relation to this study.

3.2.1 Phenomenology
Although there are differing forms of phenomenology, there is a shared concern with understanding

how a phenomenon becomes apparent and visible. Unlike, Husserl’s (1927) transcendental
phenomenology, IPA is more aligned to Heidegger’s (1962) interpretative position which is
underpinned by existential phenomenology. Heidegger’s position differed from Husserl in that he
acknowledged the researcher as integral to the process of phenomenology. Understanding comes
from relating the experience to within a context rather than holding the belief that the researcher can
transcend or separate themselves in the analysis. Larkin et al. (2006: 104) refers to the two levels of
analysis in IPA, the first which aims to place the researcher as close as possible to the lived experience
of the participant, and then the second level of analysis which ‘positions the initial “description” in
relation to a wider social, cultural, and perhaps even theoretical, context.” This study will therefore
aim to position the analysis within a critical and conceptual frame based on the ‘participants’ personal

“sense-making” activities’ (ibid., 2006:104)

3.2.2 Hermeneutics
Although originally founded as a method for interpreting complex and archaic texts, hermeneutics has

developed as a philosophical position. The theory of interpretation (hermeneutics) has today become
universal in that it can be applied across disciplines and in all contexts, ‘interpretation comes into play
whenever we try to understand spoken or written language or, indeed, any human acts’ (Willig, 2017:

275).

Heidegger's (1962) interpretative phenomenology recognises that we will always bring our own
perceptions to the analysis, and this ‘fore-conception’ will influence our interpretation (Smith, Flowers
and Larkin, 2022: 20). There is also the understanding that as we continue with data analysis as part
of the study, our understanding develops and changes and is influenced by what we have read and
engaged with, therefore demanding reflection on the ways in which our own position may evolve over
the process. Alvesson and Skoldberg (2018: 13) address this when they note ‘method cannot be
disentangled from theory and other elements of preunderstanding, since assumptions and notions in
some sense determine interpretations and representations of the object of study. Hermeneutics is
thus an important form of reflection.” The process is therefore reflective in nature and demands
reflexivity of the researcher. Etherington (2004: 21) defined reflexivity as ‘a difference in how we view
the ‘self’: as a ‘real’ entity to be ‘discovered’ and ‘actualized’ or as a constantly changing sense of our

selves within the context of our changing world.” This study included not only epistemological
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reflexivity related to the research question and data, but also personal reflexivity related to the
position of the researcher during the process. In order to address my fore-conceptions, | kept a
reflective journal (Smith and Nizza, 2022) and drew on this to include some of the key reflections as |
have progressed through the research. | have included reflexive boxes throughout the study to
represent how these reflections signify ‘a constantly changing sense’ of self within the context of the

research (Etherington, 2004: 21). This approach is outlined in more detail in section 3.4.

3.2.3 Idiography
Idiography relates to the focus on exploring particular instances to gain a unique insight on an

individual’s involvement in a specific phenomenon. IPA is not concerned with larger nomothetic

approaches in order to identify claims which may be representative of the population.

Smith, Flowers and Larkin (2022 :24) align to Larkin et al. (2006) in explaining the ‘commitment to the
particular’ in IPA as operating at two levels. Level one is the commitment to the sense of detail and
depth of analysis, which is thorough and systematic. Level two is how phenomena has been
understood from the perspective of particular people in a particular context. Therefore, this study
consists of a small purposive sample of participants. This could be considered as limiting because the
data will be for specific experiences rather than considering what might be typical across a population.
However, because Dasein is ‘thoroughly immersed and embedded in a world of things and
relationships’ (ibid., 2022: 24) it is in relation to a phenomenon and not necessarily solely owned by
thatindividual, there is a wider connectedness that could say something of every person’s experience.
Consequently, it could be argued that ‘[d]elving deeper into the particular also takes us closer to the

universal’ (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009: 31).

3.2.4 What are the potential limitations of IPA?
Language is used as a tool to convey the participants’ experiences to the researcher, it ‘is simply a

mode of communication, reflective of reality (objective or subjective)’ (Terry et al., 2017: 34).
Experience is therefore presented through a medium and there is a reliance on the ‘representational
validity of language’ (Willig, 2013: 94) which could be called into question. | am keen to gain an
understanding which is as close as possible to the participant’s experience, yet it is impossible to have
direct access to another person’s experience or another person’s perspective of that experience. This
will always be mediated by the way in which it has been conveyed (through the language) and so the
transcript presents how someone perceives and speaks about an experience rather than the

experience itself.

The participants’ ability to sufficiently convey their experience through language could be questioned.

| am reliant on a participant to be able to confidently and competently engage with the process to
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convey their experience, and whether they can ‘capture subtleties and nuances of their physical and
emotional experiences’ (Willig, 2013: 95). This could be more challenging for a participant with
learning differences or if the discussion touches on something which is more challenging for them to
recall emotionally. Cultural aspects could also influence communication as Chodorow (1999: 166)
argues that ‘thoughts and feelings are entangled and that thoughts are thought in culturally specific
languages’. It was therefore particularly important in this study to ensure that the interview schedule
(Appendix F) was planned carefully to move from an initial focus on concrete and descriptive ideas,
to the more demanding abstract ideas, which deal with more complex notions and potentially elicit
emotional responses. It was also important to include appropriate prompts to support engagement,

which is outlined in section 3.3.2.

Another critique of IPA is that it documents and describes a phenomenon but does not necessarily
explain it. Phenomenological research is ‘concerned with how the world presents itself to people as
they engage with it in particular contexts and with particular intentions. It does not make claims about
the nature of the world itself’ (Willig, 2013: 95). This enables the researcher to gain rich and detailed
understanding of a person’s experience but does not always provide opportunities to understand why
such events or processes have taken place. That is why the design of this research had stages pre and
post the IPA study, in order to further contextualise the participants’ experiences and to acknowledge
possible causes and origins alongside the individuals’ representations of their experience. Therefore,

to some degree, this approach mitigated this critique of solely describing a phenomenon.

IPA was selected as opposed to other approaches because it is the most suited for the research
question. Willig (2013) refers to the similarities between IPA and Grounded Theory in that they are
both methods interested in gaining insight into participants’ world perceptions. Unlike grounded
theory, IPA focuses on the main experiential features and is concerned with the detailed nuanced
experiences. This suits the research question which focuses on the experiences of the individuals
rather than generating theory regarding which factors may have influenced the phenomenon.
Similarly, case studies could have been selected as a methodological approach for this study, however
it could be argued that IPA goes further in placing the voice of the participants as central to the study

as argued in 3.1.2.

3.3 Overall design and research stages
A three-stage approach was adopted in this study. The diagram (Figure 3) illustrates how the study set

out to address the research question: ‘What are parents’ and SENCOs’ experiences of co-production

when they are making decisions during the EHC needs assessment and planning process?’
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Figure 3: Diagram to illustrate the design of the study

3.3.1 Stage One: Scoping Questionnaire

A scoping questionnaire was selected as the first stage for the study to provide an opportunity to
determine if dominant themes emerged from SENCOs’ and parents’ responses to the EHC needs
assessment and planning process. This stage also informed the selection of the sample of participants

for Stage Two of the research.

66

Lorna Hughes: Co-production confusion: An exploration of parent and SENCO experiences of participatory decision-making
in the management of Education, Health and Care plans.



3.3.1.1 Questionnaire design
The ‘staged sequence for planning a questionnaire’ was followed (Cohen et al., 2018: 472). This

addressed factors such as ensuring the content was appropriate and aligned with the concepts being
explored, as well as ensuring accessibility for the respondents (Appendix G). The design also included
comparable questions for parents and SENCOs to enable analysis of the same concepts across both
groups of participants. For example, each had questions on the sense of control over decision making

during the process.

The language used in the questionnaire was carefully considered to ensure that this was clear and
accessible to the layperson. Difficult terms such as ‘statutory assessment’ was substituted with ‘EHC
plan’ to ensure consistency and avoid language which may be less transparent. Ensuring the language
is clear and familiar (Lee, 1993) can also reassure participants’ who might experience sensitivities over
engaging with the questionnaire. An introduction to the research and participant information was
made available in both video and written format to aid accessibility. Respondents may come from a
wide range of social, cultural and educational backgrounds and so this approach may have assisted in

overcoming barriers to participating in the research.
e Types of question

The questions included closed, nominal, multiple-choice questions, ordinal, rating scale questions and
open-ended, word-based questions. The closed questions maximised accessibility and enabled ease
of comparison between responses. This was useful in considering the parental and SENCO responses
on comparable questions and in identifying emerging themes within the data from these two groups
of participants. However, respondents may interpret the same questions differently, so anchor
statements were provided throughout for the rating scales, for example Not in control and Completely
in control. This provided a degree of common discernibility and therefore possibly greater reliability

in responses (Krosnick and Presser, 2010).

Including some open questions was essential because as Sudman and Bradburn (1982) note, providing
respondents with an opportunity to use their own words enables them to address sensitive topics.
The ‘respondents are not passive data providers’ (Cohen et al., 2018: 471). There will have been some
form of intrusion upon their lives with this survey because it addressed sensitive issues. There is the
consideration that some parents and SENCOs may have felt strongly about contributing to the study
depending upon their experiences of the EHC needs assessment process and management of the

resultant EHC plans. However, due to the methodological approach of IPA, only a limited number of
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participants were invited to participate in Stage Two. Therefore, it was important to include the option

for all participants to have their voices heard with an open question at the end of the questionnaire.
e Structure of questionnaire

The final version of the questionnaire included a sequence which related to the chronological process
of EHC needs assessment, including sections on the application for an EHC plan through to completion.
Initial questions were simple, factual and non-threatening, followed by closed questions, then some
open questions and finally the potentially more sensitive demographic questions. It was hoped that
the move from factual to abstract over the course of the questionnaire supported engagement and

completion of the questionnaire.

3.3.1.2 Pilot
A pilot of this questionnaire was conducted to increase ‘reliability, validity and practicability’ (Cohen

et al. 2018: 496). Five experts in the field were invited to critique the first version of the questionnaire
(Appendix H) to ensure this was accessible and clear for the participants and relevant content was
included. Cohen et al. (2018: 496) state ‘the wording of questionnaires is of paramount importance
and that pretesting is crucial to their success’, the pilot aimed to address any misleading language or
language that is unduly negative or positive. However, the feedback enabled the questionnaire to be

developed in a number of ways, which is outlined below:
e Accessibility

The pilot questionnaire only included a video format providing details of the research. It was suggested
that providing information about the project in written form as well as video form, would be more
inclusive of respondents who might be neurodiverse or to meet individual preferences. There were
also adjustments to the video to create a less formal feel, improve on the quality of the recording and

address the phraseology of some sections to ensure clarity.

The opening and close of the questionnaire were adjusted to improve accessibility. The opening of the
guestionnaire was less official by including a message of thanks to respondents for their interest in
the research. The final page of the questionnaire was adjusted to include a reminder of the right to
withdraw and provided contact details again, providing another opportunity for respondents to record

this information.
e Structure of the questionnaire

Some of the initial information on the pilot version included personal demographic questions, such as
current occupation alongside the information for creating an identifier (initials and the first part of a
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post code). This raised two issues that could be concerning to parents and may lead to them
disengaging. One issue was that it was unclear which questions related directly to the identifier.
Participants could feel more vulnerable and identifiable by sharing personal demographic information
alongside the information that means their questionnaire can be identified should they decide to

withdraw from the study.

The second issue related to the content of the questionnaire and the expectation that the initial
qguestions should be focused on the experiences of the EHC needs assessment process, assuring the
initial questions and content are ‘meaningful and interesting’ (Cohen et a/, 2018: 341). Furthermore,
details of age, income and educational background could be considered as private and possibly
sensitive (Sudman and Bradburn, 1982). This section was therefore included as an optional section
and placed at the end of the questionnaire. This change aimed to reduce the likelihood of unreliable
responses or increased bias due to encountering questions at the earliest stage which could make the

respondents feel vulnerable.
e Omissions

It was raised that the questionnaire did not include a question on the child’s broad area of need. This
omission was addressed to include a question on the child’s primary needs identified on the Education,
Health and Care plan. Another omission was that some parents may have more than one child with

an EHC plan. | therefore included a message to address this in the final version of the questionnaire.

Feedback on the pilot raised omissions in the multiple-choice categories for the question: How did you
find out about applying for an Education, Health and Care plan? It is important to ensure that for any
multiple-choice questions, it avoids ‘missing choices’, so the category internet search was added
(Champagne, 2014: 41). It was suggested that Can’t remember should also be added as a choice,
however this question was created to determine the avenues of information being accessed by
parents, so rather than providing an exhaustive list, only certain relevant elements would feature. The

category other was provided, should an alternative response be required.
e Sensitive questions

The question: Did the Education, Health and Care plan lead to the outcomes you hoped for your child?
was raised as more difficult to answer because it may take some time before progress and outcomes
become evident for children and young people. This question was changed from a dichotomous
guestion to a rating scale in order to account for the possible nuances in the responses. In addition,

an open question was created to help to qualify this response by asking: What was the main outcome
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you hoped for your child by gaining the Education, Health and Care plan? Making this much more
specific for parents and SENCOs because there may have been a range of outcomes hoped for when
the request for EHC needs assessment was made. With the question: How in control of the process did
you feel? Two further open questions were added to ask what made respondents feel in control or

out of control in order to gain a better picture of this aspect.

3.3.1.3 Administering questionnaire 