CREATING WELCOMING SCHOOLS AND DEALING WITH CHALLENGING BEHAVIOUR
How welcoming is the culture of our school?

In order to become a school which is welcoming of all learners irrespective of their individual socio-economic backgrounds, culture, health status, race, behaviour or ability, a measure of conscious self-reflection is required by the whole school community.

As part of staff development activities at a school, time can be set aside for a joint critical self-reflection session to arrive at a common understanding of the underlying cultures and values of the school and how they can possibly be challenged. 

Some of the questions to be asked around the issue of building community can focus on areas such as respectful attitudes between staff and learners, recognition of diversity and valuing inclusivity:

· Do staff address all learners respectfully, by the name they wish to be called, with the correct pronunciation?

· Do learners treat all staff with respect irrespective of their status?

· Do the views of learners make a difference to what happens in school?

· Do learners know who to see when they have a problem?

· Does every learner feel that he/she attends a school in which the highest achievements are possible?

· Are all learners encouraged to have high aspirations about learning?

· Do staff attempt to counter negative views of learners who find lessons difficult?

· Do staff attempt to counter derogatory use of labels of low achievement?

· Is building a supportive school community seen to be as important as raising academic achievement?

· Is there an emphasis on the appreciation of difference rather than conformity to a single ‘normality’?

· Are higher and lower achieving learners valued equally?

· Do staff avoid demonising particular learners?

· Do staff and learners understand that policies and practices must reflect the diversity of learners within the school?

· Is there a support policy which reflects a co-ordinated strategy for increasing the capacity of the school to respond to diversity?

· Is the support policy clear to all within the school?

(Source: T Booth and M Ainscow (2002) Index For Inclusion: Developing Learning and Participation in Schools. Centre for Studies on Inclusive Education, Bristol)

Understanding Barriers to Learning

A complex and dynamic relationship exists between the learner, the school, the broader education system and the social, political and economic context of which they are all part. 

This complex of relationships plays a key role in whether effective learning and development takes place. When a problem exists in one of these areas it impacts on the learning process, causing learning breakdown and in some cases the possibility of challenging behaviour or learner exclusion. If the system fails to meet the different needs of a wide range of learners or if problems arise in any of these components, then the learner may be prevented from engaging in or sustaining an ideal process of learning. Those factors which lead to the inability of the system to accommodate diversity, which lead to learning breakdown or which prevent learners from accessing educational provision, have been conceptualised as barriers to learning and development.
By emphasising the notion of ‘barriers to learning and development’ the Policy on Inclusive Education as set out in Education White Paper 6 is clearly moving away from an individual deficit approach. This past approach ‘diagnosed’ certain learners as having ‘special needs’ which required ‘specialised’ teaching within ‘specialised’ contexts or at least ‘specialised’ interventions provided by professionals. Within the South African context this approach is very problematical. What is needed is that teachers come to understand the wide range of barriers experienced by the bulk of learners in their classes. They need to understand that poverty, content-based curriculum, the expectation that everyone learns in the same way, the lack of a reading culture, the fact that many learners have to learn in a language which is not their home language, need to be addressed through the way in which they teach, plan activities, assess learner performance and deal with challenging behaviour. Teachers are responsible for ensuring that all learners participate fully in the curriculum. They must be sensitive to and understand the barriers that learners might be experiencing.

	Barriers to learning within the South African context include:

· Systemic e.g. lack of access to basic services, poor teaching, lack of basic and appropriate learning support materials, assistive devices, inadequate facilities at schools, overcrowded classrooms, etc. 

· Societal e.g. severe poverty, late enrolment at school, urban/rural disparities, discrimination on grounds of race, gender, language and disability, etc. 

· Rooted in inappropriate pedagogy, insufficient support of educators, inappropriate and unfair assessment procedures, language of instruction, inflexible classroom management, attitudes, etc. 

· Factors that emerge from within the learner because of disabilities (neurological, physical, sensory, cognitive etc.) or other conditions (e.g. disease, chronic illness, trauma, etc.). 




ACTIVITY 1

In most cases (if not all) the learning and development of a learner is hampered by a combination of two or more of the above types of barriers. 

Make a list of the barriers which you perceive to be experienced by learners in your class grouped under the headings described above?

Systemic Barriers:

	1.

	2.

	3.

	4.

	5.

	6.

	7.

	Societal barriers:

	1.

	2.

	3.

	4.

	5.

	6.

	7.

	Classroom barriers:

	1.

	2.

	3.

	4.

	5.

	6.

	7.

	Barriers within the learners:

	1.

	2.

	3.

	4.

	5.

	6.

	7.

	


ACTIVITY 2:

Let us look at how schools can ensure that all teachers are equipped to identify and address all types of barriers to learning.

In groups, discuss the following questions through a process of reflection. The purpose of the activity is to find joint responses to addressing a range of barriers to learning.

Approaches for organising support to accommodate diversity

· Is there an attempt to avoid labelling learners as ‘having special educational needs’ such as being ‘slow learners’, ‘dyslexic’, ‘hyper-active’, etc.?

· Are learners who are categorised as ‘having special educational needs’ seen as individuals with differing interests, knowledge and skills or are they all seen as a homogeneous LSEN group?

· Do teachers see the attempts to remove barriers to learning and participation of one learner as part of a process which will benefit all learners in the class?

· Is there an understanding that it is less important to diagnose the exact nature of the impairments/learning difficulties than to actually plan educational support for learners?

· Do educators plan Learning Programmes in such a way that learners with different backgrounds, experiences, attainment or impairment can participate fully?

· Do all staff development activities help teachers to understand diversity and reduce barriers to learning and participation?

· Is there a recognition that learners whose home language is different from the language of teaching and learning need support in a co-ordinated and ongoing way?

· Are learners involved in finding ways to overcome their own and each other’s difficulties in learning?

Integrating issues of discipline into the way in which curriculum and learning support is organised by the school

· Do teachers understand challenging circumstances to which learners are subjected in their personal lives and provide the necessary support?

· Are difficulties with behaviour related to strategies for improving classroom and playground experiences?

· Does behaviour support involve reflection on ways to improve teaching and learning for all learners?

· Does the school attempt to raise feelings of self-worth of those with low self-esteem?

· Is the knowledge of parents/care-givers used in reducing disaffection and disruption?

· Is there a recognition that learners who have time-out must be allowed to receive learning support through various teaching arrangements?

· Are responses to concerns about behaviour of learners always to do with education and rehabilitation rather than retribution?

· Are there clear, positive plans for re-introducing learners who have been suspended for disciplinary reasons?

· Is truancy from particular lessons reviewed to find out whether there is a link with the relationship with the specific teacher or what is taught?

· Is classroom discipline based on mutual respect?

ACTIVITY 3: Alternatives to labelling

Read the following case study and draw conclusions from it for your own school context

Eva is an 8 years old girl who presents challenging behaviour. She starts the new year in a new class in an ordinary public school. The school already has concerns about the increasing complexity of its new admissions for the year. The girl has limited communication and interactive skills and can be physically violent towards fellow learners and adults. Staff room rumours abound about how difficult she is and some staff are claiming that the girl should be referred to a special school. They articulate a definition of her learning difficulties – “she needs specialised attention”. Her previous teacher has said that her new teacher will have to control the girl’s behaviour before the child will even start to learn. The new teacher wishes to promote positive behaviour but the girl has acquired such a negative reputation that it seems impossible to establish any positive aspects of her behaviour.

Here are two possible scenarios that might appear at the extremes of approaches to be followed. Both involve choices that are blunt, real and will affect the pupil’s quality of life:

Scenario 1: The teacher can concentrate on the child’s difficulties thereby confusing them with her needs. If her initial focal point is one of difficulties, she will become overwhelmed by problems, separate the girl’s behaviour from her learning and may ultimately develop practice where teacher need dominates learner need. The focus on insuprable difficulties, particularly when they affect the learning potential of other pupils, can cause the child and teacher to join each other in the hole of difficulties and to develop negative relationship patterns. In the murky depths of the hole of difficulties, alternative approaches are not visible and the opportunities for mutual development of new skills are buried. In this situation, the child and the teacher dig a deeper hole together – the difficulty hole becomes a difficulty chasm. It will not be long before the teacher joins the staff room campaign for the child to change schools. Even the school can start arguing for changing the school admissions policy to prevent this kind of situation reoccurring. The admissions policy can easily become a charter for keeping children out rather than one for allowing them in.

Scenario 2: This scenario involves identifying the barriers and support needs of the learner and coming up with strategies to address these. The teacher can select a priority goal so that the child can move from A to B. The teacher will pay attention to the learning environment and how the child’s needs determine their interaction with it. A flexible and responsive pedagogical attitude will support a child in overcoming barriers in a classroom where the child feels welcome and valued.  Decisions around support needed by the child would take into consideration curriculum adaptation, resources, teaching styles required. The teacher and the school must be responsive to barriers to learning rather than reactive to learning difficulties. The institution level support team can come up with suggestions for strategies that can be applied by the class teacher. Through a collaborative problem solving approach, the school can go a long way to find its own solutions even before outside professional assistance is called for from the district-based support team.

Task:

Apply the analysis described in the above two scenarios to a similar case in your own school or classroom situation. Try to come up with suggestions for an inclusive and supportive approach to addressing challenging behaviour:

Short description of challenging behaviour on the part of a certain learner:

	

	

	

	

	

	


Description of a positive strategy to address the challenging behaviour in a constructive way:

	

	

	

	

	


(Source: T O’Brien (1998) Promoting Positive Behaviour. David Fulton Publishers, Lodnon)






