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Developing 
inclusive practice

10 Special Educational Needs in Practice

The updated DfES Special Educational
Needs Code of Practice states that the
provision for children with special
educational needs is a matter for everyone
involved in each setting. As SENCO, under
the overall direction of the head or
manager of your setting, you will need to
ensure that all staff members recognise and
understand their responsibilities towards all
the children in their care.

Why develop inclusive practice?
It is becoming increasingly accepted that
inclusion is the right of every child,
whether at pre-school or school. This helps
to ensure that equal opportunities are
provided for all. All children should be
given the power of ordinary experiences
and have the right to a broad and balanced
curriculum.

Children with special needs will benefit
from the atmosphere of a happy,
stimulating early years setting. Children
learn from doing things for each other and
observing each other, and all children in
the setting will benefit from working and
playing with children with special needs.

Children can only be equal if differences
are accepted. Therefore, ensuring your
provision is inclusive to all children, rather
than focusing on specific special needs, is
an important starting point.

Supporting staff
The staff in your setting working with
children with special needs will be
responsible for their daily care. Some may
lack confidence in this, but it is expected

that anyone looking after children
should be able to manage a wide
range of behaviours and needs.
Staff members will also be
expected to manage extra helpers
working with

the children, but at the same time can
learn from such support workers who will
often have specialist knowledge. Groups
belonging to the Pre-school Learning
Alliance, for example, may be able to access
a support worker through their local
branch to provide some one-to-one
support. Other specialists, such as Portage
workers and educational psychologists, may
also be involved in the care of a child and
staff will benefit from their experience and
advice.

Action and adaptations
The Code of Practice states that decisions
about which actions are appropriate must
be made on an individual basis, through
careful assessment of the child’s difficulties
and their need for different approaches. It
is vital to work closely with the parents of
each child in building up a detailed picture
of such needs. This will help you in being
prepared to care fully for each child.

If you are looking at this book, it is a safe bet that 
you have an interest in dyslexia. Perhaps in a 
professional capacity, you are working with a child 
who seems to have difficulties with his literacy 
skills, and you wonder whether dyslexia has 
something to do with it. 

Whatever your reason for picking up this book, 
I hope you will find answers to some of your 
questions about dyslexia, and ideas for things you 
can actually do to support the child in managing 
his difficulty. The book is a starting point and it 
gives you background information and practical 
suggestions for action you can take. 

Remember you are not on your own. Your setting 
should have an inclusive special educational needs 
(SEN) policy in place, and a designated Special 
Educational Needs Coordinator (SENCo) who should 
work closely with you to help the child achieve his 
potential. While it is not the job of the SENCo to work 
on a one-to-one basis with the child (unless, of course, 
he also happens to be the child’s key practitioner), 
he is there to offer you support and advice. Even if he 
does not know the answers to your questions, he will 
know where to go and whom to ask.

There are also organisations 
such as Dyslexia Action 

(formerly known as the Dyslexia Institute), the British 
Dyslexia Association and parents’ support groups 
that will help you. You will find contact details of these 
and other supporting organisations at the end of the 
book. Take the opportunity to get in touch and listen 
to their advice and suggestions. They have excellent 
websites, with loads of help and guidance for you as 
the child’s practitioner.

Scattered through the book are case studies which 
serve as examples to illustrate a point being made. 
They all feature real children whose names have 
been changed. You will also come across a Pause 
for Thought section every so often, where an issue 
will be introduced that gives you an opportunity to 
ponder practice a little more deeply, and which you 
can possibly discuss and share with your colleagues. 

Before we move on to the main body of the book, 
allow me to say a few words about terminology. I 
still hear people referring to a dyslexic child, or, less 
positive, a dyslexic. It behoves us as professionals to 
relentlessly pursue and model the correct approach, 
ie. that the child is a child first and foremost who 
happens to have a condition or disability known as 
dyslexia. So you will find this book refers to a child with 
dyslexia or a child with dyslexic traits. 

Introduction
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of skin - there are wider issues for
everyone to consider:

■ Language

■ Ability

■ Age

■ Cultures and beliefs

Encourage your staff to attend any
training that will enable them to learn
about other people’s cultures and beliefs.

Anti-discriminatory practice
What does this mean? You need to think
about those people who are regularly
discriminated against in today’s society.
They may include older people, people
with white or black skin, large people,
small people, individuals with a physical
disability, those for whom English is a
second language, gifted people, gay and
lesbian people - the list goes on, because
at some time in everyone’s life, there is a
feeling that ‘I do not get a fair chance in
society. This is because I am...’. We all, at
some stage, are not satisfied with, for
example, our appearance, work efforts,
communication skills and so on. To then
hear unkind comments about this is not
good for our feelings, so imagine how a
child may feel in a similar situation. 

Each child needs to feel that they are a
part of your setting, a part of their peer
group, a part of the local community.
The child should be encouraged to share
experiences within the group - introduce
a news time, so that all children can
share their special news with everyone,
for example, what they did at the
weekend, news about a baby brother or
sister being born, information about
their pets. This will build children’s self-
esteem, and encourage them to explore
their feelings. A wall chart showing faces
with different expressions is an excellent
way of helping children to talk about
their feelings in a non-threatening way. 

What play resources are available for
each child? Do you consider providing a
wide range range of toys and play
materials for boys and girls, reflecting
our multicultural society? Are they all
available to all the children, regardless

of age, gender, ability? Importantly, do
your play activities enable children to
gain some understanding of other
people’s views?   

Many settings say that they value diversity.
If this is written into your policy, is there
an understanding of what it means?
There is no point in writing policies that
staff cannot explain. For staff to
recognise the importance of respect for
other people’s ways of life, and not be
judgmental about those choices, is a key
factor in how this standard can be met in
your setting. 

Information to parents
More than your written policies and
procedures, think about your verbal
communication with parents. Telling
parents about your setting and changes
that may be occurring are the usual
examples of what you discuss. However,
parents need to know personally
about:

■ Who will be caring for their child - 
how you manage a key worker system,
or other system;

■ Who needs to know of the child’s 
dietary, medical or cultural needs;

■ How you keep children safe.

Parents need to be able to inform you
about:
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It is important to remember that only an 
educational psychologist or another specialist 
professional can identify whether the child you 
have concerns about actually has dyslexia.

This section describes some of the signs you can 
look out for to help you decide whether you ought to 
refer the child for further observation and identification 
of possible difficulties. By keeping careful records of 

your observations, you will have a description of the 
child and the way he presents himself in the setting 
that will help the outside agents in any assessment or 
testing that may be done.

You also need to bear in mind that no two children 
are the same. It does not follow that all children will 
experience all the problems, nor to the same degree 
of severity. 

How can dyslexia be  
recognised?

Dyslexia is not usually spotted until the child is 
at school and formally starts to learn to read and 
write. It is then that the problems begin to show 
themselves. 

But there are still things to watch for if the child 
is below statutory school age. In this section, we 
will look at the signs to spot at various ages. It is 
important, however, to bear in mind that these are 
only generalised signs, and you may find a child of a 
particular age showing signs usually exhibited by a 
child of a different age. As with all these things, there 
is no hard-and-fast rule.

Babyhood, infancy and pre-school

Here, you may have to ask the child’s carers to help 
you. Ask them to tell you about their child as a baby, 
a toddler and an infant. Their descriptions may help 
you to decide what action (if any) to take next. Some 
of these questions may apply to the child in the 
setting, so compare notes with the carers and see 
whether the child is the same at home as with you. 

Find out whether the child 

• did not crawl but shuffled on his bottom or wriggled 
on his tummy, or even walked early, leaving out the 
crawling stage altogether;

• developed speech later or slower than the carer 
expected;

• found it hard to remember nursery rhymes, or 
rhyming words such as cot, hot and pot (does that 
still happen in the setting?);

• found it hard to clap a simple rhythm (is he still like that?);
• could not remember the names of everyday things 

such as car or coat, (is that still the case?);
• jumbled up phrases regularly, such as cobblers’ 

club instead of toddlers’ club (how about now?); 
• substitutes similar words, such as toothbrush for 

toothpaste;

• likes to be read to and enjoys stories etc., but is not 
interested in letters and words;

• often trips up, bumps into things or falls over;
• cannot kick, catch or throw a ball properly, cannot 

hop or skip;
• finds it hard to dress himself or put his shoes on 

properly;
• often seems to be ignoring adults who are 

looking after him; not listening or paying 
attention.

Age 5–11 years

Watch for whether  
the child

• has difficulty 
getting dressed, tying 
shoelaces, bows, etc.;

• is unusually clumsy;
• has poor 

concentration;

What signs do I need to look out for?
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• does not have much confidence or has low self-
esteem;

• finds it hard to talk to you in an organised way, or to 
hold a rapid conversation;

• finds it difficult to pronounce words;
• reverses words or substitutes them;
• cannot hear the difference between similar words, 

such as ten and tin;
• cannot carry out three instructions one after the 

other;
• finds it hard to understand time and tense;
• cannot remember his tables, spellings, the 

alphabet, etc.;
• mixes up right and left;
• has a poor sense of direction;
• finds it hard to recognise rhyming words;
• can tell you the answers to questions but cannot 

write them down;
• finds reading and spelling very hard;
• mixes up letters and figures, or puts them the wrong 

way around or upside down, such as d for b, q for p, 
81 for 18, 6 for 9, was for saw, nut for fun, etc.;

• leaves letters out of words altogether;
• reads a word correctly then gets it wrong further 

down the page;
• spells the same words in several different ways, 

often not recognising the correct spelling;
• finds it hard to understand what he has just read;
• has difficulty with the order of the days of the week 

or the months of the year;
• needs to use his fingers to add and subtract;
• is bright and alert in areas not connected with 

reading and spelling.
 
Age 11– adult

Clearly this stage is well beyond the early years level, 
but it is still useful for you to have an idea of how a 
child with dyslexia may perform at a later stage of his 
development.

Check whether the child

• mixes up direction words such as backwards and 
forwards, in and out, up and down;

• still has difficulty with sequences such as the days 
of the week, months of the year, numbers, etc.;

• mixes up times, dates and places;
• continues to have problems with reading and 

spelling;
• finds it hard to remember what he has just read;
• has difficulty in concentrating when reading or 

writing;
• gets muddled when using long words;
• has to have telephone numbers and 

instructions repeated;
• has difficulty in taking notes accurately;
• finds it hard to plan and write essays or 

assignments;
• is bright and alert in areas not connected with 

reading and spelling;

• does not have much confidence or has low  
self-esteem.

Use the results of your observations during 
discussions with the carers; compare notes, 
experiences and anecdotes. Often a pattern or similar 
picture emerges, where the child is having the same 
difficulties both at home and in the setting.

It is particularly useful to watch how the child reacts 
when he is looking at books, and when he is doing 
his writing. The expression on his face can give 
away a great deal about what is going on in his 
head. For example, if he appears to be in pain or 
uncomfortable, ask him – children with dyslexia may 
get headaches when they are reading. 

Track his eye movements when he is reading: do 
his eyes flit all over the page? A child with dyslexia 
may feel that the text moves about on the page, 
and he finds it difficult to focus on the words.

See what his reaction is when he has to do something 
involving a specific orientation. Does he appear 
confused? Does he watch the other children and 
then copy where they go, or what they do? Children 
with dyslexia often confuse left and right, and suffer 
torments when deciding which is required.
 
It is crucial to keep in mind that all children, 
including the one you may be concerned about, 
have some skills they can shine at. Take the trouble 
to see what the child’s talents are, and help him to 
feel good about it. 
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