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Supporting Children with Special Educational Needs
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Explanation of Key Terms

The following key terms are used throughout this document:

Early Years Practitioner (EYP) is used to describe all adults working with young children in a professional capacity including childcare staff, childminders and teachers

Early Years Setting is used to describe the range of childcare settings including Crèche/Nursery, Play School/Pre-School, Childminding Service/Home Based Childcare

The Key Worker is used to describe an individual member of the core staff team who takes main responsibility for the needs of a small number of children in the early years setting, in order to provide continuity of care.
Terminology Explained

Inclusion - sharing equally, removing barriers to participation in society; making sure everyone has the same chance to make a contribution.
Anti-discriminatory Practice – work practices which aim to reduce discrimination against groups and individuals and to promote equality of opportunity for all.

Disability – any impairment, which has a significant or long-term impact on an individuals ability to perform the ‘normal’ everyday activities of living.

Equal Opportunities – treating all individuals equally in terms of recognising and meeting their individual needs.

Early Intervention – the provision of services to young children and their families in situations where the child has a disabling condition or is at risk of developmental or educational disadvantage due to adverse social or environmental conditions.
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  What is a Special Educational Need? 
All special needs will fall into one or more of the categories below:

	Cognition and learning difficulties

Possible indicators:

· Language difficulties

· Difficulty following simple instructions

· Poor concentration, open to distraction

· Poor gross/fine motor skills
	Behavioural, emotional and social difficulties

Possible indicators:

· Anti-social behaviour

· Isolated, withdrawn from peers

· Aggressive, disruptive

· Hyperactive

· Low self-esteem

	Communication and interaction difficulties

Possible indicators:

· Problems communicating through speech

· Frustration, anxiety

· Limited speech and vocabulary

· Difficulty in understanding spoken word

· Difficulty following instructions
	Sensory and physical difficulties

Possible indicators:
· Poor hand/eye coordination

· Movement/coordination difficulties

· Visual/hearing difficulties

· Poor gross/fine motor skills


It is important to note that whilst a compiled checklist like this one is a useful aid, the observations and level of understanding of the EYP are a much more effective tool for identifying the specific educational needs.

SEN Policy and Legislation 

Recent legislation in the form of The Education for Persons with Special Educational Needs Act 2004, is highly significant for those working in childcare and education services as it provides the definition of a child as a person 0-18 years; and highlights provision for:

· Assessment by professionals where a child may have a learning difficulty

· Integrated education, unless in is not in the child’s interests or is not practical

· An Individual Education Plan (IEP) that will set out the child’s educational needs and supports to be provided

· Parent’s right to involvement in decisions about their child’s educational needs

· Recognition of the role of the Health Service Executive in provision of support services

· Appointment of Special Needs Organisers to co-ordinate assessment panels, see that children with special educational needs are placed on the SEN Register, and have Individual Education Plans.

Developing an SEN Policy for the Early Years Setting

All early years settings should have a written SEN Policy, which promotes equal opportunities and the inclusion of children with Special Educational Needs. It is important that the SEN Policy reflects on the requirements of The Education for Persons with Special Educational Needs Act 2004, and is understood by all staff members. 

Policies which cross reference with the SEN Policy:

· Admission Policy

· Partnership with Parents Policy

· Key Worker Policy

· Confidentiality Policy

· Observation, Documentation and Assessment Policy

· Equality and Diversity Policy

Early Identification and the Role of the Early Years Practitioner

Some children will come to the Early Years Setting already having been identified as having a special educational need (SEN), but a number of special or additional needs will be identified for the first time during their time in the setting.

All adults working with children have a duty to recognise and identify any additional need the child may have and plan what action needs to be taken to help and support the child.

Early intervention is vital so that children are given all the supports necessary to enable them to progress and minimise the potential impact of the disability on their development and learning.

In order to facilitate early intervention, it is crucial that the Early Years Practitioner (EYP) is alerted to the possibility of an additional need through ongoing observation, documentation and assessment practices. The EYP’s depth of knowledge of child development will greatly assist this early detection process and enable children to access additional support where necessary.

Role of the Special Educational Needs Coordinator 

A Special Educational Needs Coordinator (SENCO) is a designated member of staff within the early years team. This member of staff should hold an accredited qualification in special educational needs and be familiar with SEN Legislation. The SENCO will be responsible for supporting the Key Worker; co-ordinating the child’s programme of care; initiating contact with Parents, outside agencies and support services; assessing the suitability of resources and equipment for children with SEN; and facilitate in-house training for staff on SEN Policy and Procedure.

The Process of Identification

A phased approach should be taken in the identification process and this approach should be clearly specified within the SEN Policy for the early years setting. All staff should be familiar with the SEN Policy and Procedures and it is the responsibility of the Special Educational Needs Coordinator (SENCO) or the Person in Charge to ensure that this happens.

In the event of concerns being raised about a child, it is important to gather together as much information as possible including first hand observations and records of assessment compiled by the EYP/Key Worker, as well as information from Parents.

Code of Practice for the Identification of SEN

An important element of the SEN Policy and Procedure for the Early Years Setting is a Code of Practice for the Identification of SEN. This code should provide a clear step-by-step approach for the EYP to follow in the event of having concerns regarding a child’s learning and development.

What is an Individual Education Plan?

An Individual Education Plan (IEP) is a comprehensive record of the child’s learning needs, goals and progress that is developed by professionals and parents in partnership. It is concerned with the priority needs of the child, and the resources and learning strategies required to work towards meeting those needs. 

Using observations and information gathered about the child, an IEP is compiled, which aims to overcome the child’s difficulties as far as possible. Reviews of the IEP should be carried out as appropriate. 

It is essential to nominate a key person within the team as the Special Educational Needs Coordinator in order to monitor and co-ordinate this process.

Involving Support Agencies

Where a concern has been identified, the first point of contact for the SENCO/EYP is the Public Health Nurse who acts as a referral agent. The Public Health Nurse may request further diagnostic assessment to be carried out by specialists in early intervention. This often involves people from many different professional backgrounds working together as part of a team, for example, an Occupational Therapist, Physiotherapist, Speech and Language Therapist, Educational Psychologist, or Specialist Teacher.

The family and the EYP/SENCO play an important role in providing crucial information to the various support agencies.

Developing Inclusive Practice

One of the most positive steps for children with additional needs is to be cared for and educated with other children where possible, rather than be segregated into special provision.  Although there are some children for whom integration may not be possible, for the majority of children with additional needs, learning and development in a group situation is perfectly possible with the right support.

It is becoming increasingly accepted that inclusion is the right of every child. Children with additional needs need not have a disability, but they will need support over and above that which is available in mainstream childcare and education in order to reach their potential.

A positive approach to inclusion is to identify what difficulties your setting may pose for children with additional needs rather than looking at the difficulties their attendance may cause you.

Why is inclusion important?

For true inclusion, it is important that children are not just physically present in the setting, but are part of it. For the environment to be fully inclusive, children with additional needs must have equal access to not only the physical environment but also to the learning environment.

All children should be given the power of ordinary experiences and have the right to a broad and balanced curriculum. Children with additional needs will benefit from the atmosphere of a happy, stimulating early years setting. All children in the setting will benefit from working and playing with children with additional needs.

Do we need special equipment?

Although it can be beneficial to provide special equipment, it isn’t always necessary. Young children are naturally curious, eager to explore and investigate their environment and discover how things work.  All children need play materials that are safe, attractive, stimulating and versatile. However, an important characteristic of equipment for children with additional needs is their sensory and visual appeal. Many Early Years Settings have multi-sensory rooms, which contain a range of resources and materials to stimulate the child’s senses. 

Support and Training

Early Years Practitioners should aim to participate in Additional Needs Training Programmes or include an Additional Needs Module as part of their Childcare and Education Training.

By developing close links and communicating your training needs to Donegal County Childcare Committee Ltd, and local training agencies such as the VEC’s and FAS, you will be able to gain access to relevant information, support and training in this area.

Promoting Awareness

Helping other children and parents to accept policies of inclusiveness and integration for children with disabilities is an essential component of anti-discriminatory practice. 

Resources should reflect positive images of children and adults with disabilities. Books and stories are particularly helpful, because they can be used to present everyday images of children with visible and non-visible disabilities.
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