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Abstract

Context: The study investigates the implementation of communities of practice aimed at promoting
inclusion and supporting students with Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND) within a
mainstream Further Education setting. It highlights the collaborative efforts of staff members who share
ideas and practices to foster a more inclusive environment.

Aims: The primary aim of the research is to examine how action research cycles can facilitate the
development and refinement of inclusive practices within educational contexts. The study seeks to
explore the effects of collaborative staff training and the sharing of best practices in addressing the
diverse needs of students.

Methods: The research was conducted through two cycles of action research, which involved planning,
execution, and review phases. Ethical consent was obtained from participants, ensuring the anonymity of
data publication. The study incorporated key literature to inform the planning and development of
initiatives during each action research cycle and relied on qualitative data gathered during staff
collaborations and training sessions.

Findings: The findings from the action research cycles suggest that engaging in communities of practice
enhances collaboration among staff, encourages the sharing of innovative strategies, and ultimately
promotes the inclusion of students with SEND. Furthermore, staff reported positive changes in their
understanding and implementation of inclusive practices as a result of participation in the action research
framework.

Implications: The study provides insights into how collaborative approaches, such as communities of
practice, can be instrumental for educators seeking to improve inclusion for students with SEND. Other
educators may draw from this research to understand the significance of shared experiences and
collective learning in fostering an inclusive educational environment. The emphasis on ethical
considerations also highlights the importance of confidentiality in research involving educational settings.
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Action Research for Inclusion and Special Educational Needs and Disability
(ISEND): Case Study

Communities of Practice
Communities of practice for inclusion support the sharing of ideas (including members of staff
volunteering to share their work), collaboration amongst staff, and staff training (Mainstream,
Further Education Setting)
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BACKGROUND INFORMATION

Type of setting Further Education (FE) College

Age range of pupils Age 16-19

Roles of the Research Deputy Head of SEND, Director of Inclusive Provision & SEND
Team

ACTION RESEARCH CYCLES
Appendix 1 illustrates the Action Research Cycles

Ethical consent has been sought to publish this data anonymously.

SUMMARY
Research focus Communities of Practice, network, inclusion, training, special
educational needs and disability (SEND),
Research question How can we build a community of practice focused on enhancing
provision for learners with SEND?
Overview/Key information | - Discussed current SEND provision with staff, focussed on

inclusive practices.

- Created a staff survey to gain insight into confidence levels in
supporting SEND needs.

- The survey revealed a lack of staff self-efficacy and an imagined
perception of SEND team members as the ‘experts’ has led to
low confidence in supporting learners with SEND/High Needs in
some areas.
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- Initial enquiries detailed that staff would also like additional
training on supporting learners with Autism, Dyslexia and Social,
Emotional, Mental Health (SEMH) needs.

- Staff would like opportunities to share best practice and learn
from each other.

- Developed a professional learning network/community of
practice and offered live events to discuss key themes of SEND
& Inclusion, including the offer of guest speakers to support
self-efficacy.

- Staff SEND & Inclusion network has gained interest from
colleagues across the large organisation and has included
participation from colleagues in a range of roles (LSAs, SEND
team members, coaching tutors, teachers/lecturers, curriculum
leaders/managers, Deputy Directors).

- The network has now been embedded within the SEND strategy
for the organisation and will continue to offer opportunities for
staff to meet and share best practice and learn from each other
and colleagues from the wider SEND/Further Education (FE)
sector.

Evidence-informed theory

Communities of practice for inclusion support the sharing of ideas
(including members of staff volunteering to share their work),
collaboration amongst staff, and staff training.

Project video presentation

Link to video presentation and transcript:

1. Linkto video
2. Appendix 2 — Video abstract and transcript

RESEARCH TIMELINE

Sep Oct ‘ Nov ‘ Dec Jan Feb Mar Apr May ‘ June ‘ July
Action Action Research Cycle Step 6: Do 1
Research 1 Steps 7-8: Review 1 Share and disseminate
Cycle 1 Step 2: Study the research
Steps 3-5: Plan 1 Action Research Cycle 2 (anonymised) with
Step 1: Step 9: Study 2 other interested
Establish Steps 10-12: Plan 2 parties.
the Step 13: Do 2
research Step 14-15: Review 2
focus

RESEARCH FOCUS: Step 1

ACTION RESEARCH CYCLE 1

Initial research interest
aim/question (Step 1)

How can we improve our ability to share best practice in relation to
supporting our learners with SEND and High Needs across our
organisation?

KEY LITERATURE SHAPING TH

E RESEARCH (STUDY 1): Step 2

Reference

Van Themaat, J. V. L. (2019). Thinking together changes the
educational experiences, provision and outcomes for SEND pupils —

professional learning communities enhancing practice, pedagogy
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and innovation. Support for Learning, 34(3), 290-311.
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9604.12263

Key point(s) of note Staff appreciate the informal opportunities to discuss ideas and gain
support from colleagues working in similar roles or experiencing
similar challenges.

Reference Porta, T., Todd, N., & Gaunt, L. (2022). ‘l do not think | actually do it
well’: a discourse analysis of Australian senior secondary teachers’
self-efficacy and attitudes towards implementation of differentiated
instruction. Journal of Research in Special Educational Needs, 22(3),
297-305. https://doi.org/10.1111/1471-3802.12568 .

Key point(s) of note Self-efficacy and teachers' attitudes are crucial determinants of
success in implementing inclusive practices.

Reference Savolainen, H., Malinen, O.-P., & Schwab, S. (2022). Teacher efficacy
predicts teachers’ attitudes towards inclusion - a longitudinal cross-
lagged analysis. International Journal of Inclusive Education, 26(9),
958-972. https://doi.org/10.1080/13603116.2020.1752826

Key point(s) of note This article supported our prediction that attitudes towards
inclusive education are important for the implementation of
inclusive education; it was also significant to note that attitudes are
influenced by teachers’ knowledge of disabilities as well as by their
experience of inclusive education. The article also referenced
another study by Kopp (2009), which showed that Initial Teacher
Education (ITE) students felt a more positive attitude towards
inclusion and a higher level of self-efficacy after a targeted training
session than before the training.

PLAN 1: Step 3
As part of the process of planning Action Research Cycle 1 and having completed the ‘study’ phase,
the research question can evolve and become further refined.

Revised research question | How can we build a community of practice focused on enhancing
provision for learners with SEND?

PLAN 1 and DO 1: Steps 4 and 6

Methods of data collection

Observation (short lesson visits, learning walks), feedback discussions with colleagues, data
analysis of staff engagement with Continued Professional Development (CPD) opportunities
relating to SEND.

Description of research sample, timing and location

Teaching and delivery colleagues from Leeds City College were invited to participate in the
research project, and the Project Information Sheet was distributed to all staff. Existing data
regarding staff engagement with CPD opportunities was utilised to design a new survey, and it
also supported planning themes for proposed network sessions. Sixty-five members of staff
chose to participate in the initial survey, and colleagues who participated could decide whether
to do so anonymously or be identifiable using their work email address. Results were then
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analysed by the research team and were held in a secure, password-protected folder within the
college system. Themes gathered regarding SEND & Inclusion, particularly the quality of
provision, were also utilised to design the staff survey and fed into informal feedback sessions
with curriculum teams. This information was already shared with all colleagues and widely
available to college staff through regular data dashboard updates.

PLAN 2: Step 5
Ethical consent was sought from each participant to publish this data anonymously (whilst the
setting is named, no individuals are referred to by name).

REVIEW 1: Step 7-8
Data Analysis: process
Having conducted the survey and set a deadline for responses to be completed, we closed the
survey after 65 responses were received, this was so as to avoid delaying the project timeline. All
data from the survey was collated onto a spreadsheet and PivotTables and pie charts were
created so as to facilitate data analysis. Free, written comments were then also coded to be able
to group similar themes together and allow us to see an overall picture of the emerging trends
and any outlying views that we could disregard. As a research team, we discussed the findings and
results and used to support planning for Action Research Cycle 2.

Summary of Findings

Research Question

How can we build a community of practice focused on enhancing provision for learners with

SEND?

Key findings so far:

- Staff would like additional training on how to support learners with Autism, ADHD/ADD,
Dyslexia and SEMH.

- 95% of colleagues surveyed would like the opportunity to learn more about SEND & inclusion
from ‘experts’ and external speakers.

- 20% of colleagues surveyed ‘Disagree’ with the statement, ‘I feel confident supporting
learners with ADHD/ADD’.

- 20% of colleagues surveyed ‘Disagree’ with the statement, ‘I feel confident supporting
learners with Autism’.

- Neurodiverse learners (those identifying with Autism/ADHD/ADD) are the most common
primary SEND need across the college, yet staff feel the least confident in supporting this
area.

Analysis and next steps leading into Action Research Cycle 2
Two lines of enquiry emerged after the initial survey results were analysed along with other, pre-
existing data collated.

1. How do we support staff with CPD to develop confidence in the area of supporting learners
with high incidence needs?

2. How do our initial teacher training routes support Early Career Teachers to have the
confidence to support learners with high incidence needs?

Next Step(s): Action Research Cycle 2

Staff do not always feel confident supporting learners with SEND. This led us to question whether
there was a lack of self-efficacy amongst curriculum staff due to the imagined perception of SEND
team members as the ‘experts’, leading to inconsistent levels of good practice when supporting
learners with SEND/High Needs in some areas. We wanted to provide opportunities for staff to
build confidence levels and feel able to support learners with SEND as set out in the SEND Code of
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Practice, “we are all teachers of SEN [Special Educational Needs],” (2015); work was then started
to plan a community of practice in the form of a staff SEND & Inclusion network.

ACTION RESEARCH CYCLE 2

KEY LITERATURE SHAPING THE RESEARCH (STUDY 2): Step 9

Reference Exley, S. (2021). Building an FE research community of practice.
Further Education Trust for Leadership.
file:///C:/Users/jotol/Downloads/Building%20an%20FE%20Researc
h%20Community%200f%20Practice.pdf

Key point(s) of note As research within the FE sector is limited, creating spaces to
conduct practitioner research within settings and share best
practice has been key in developing the links between practice and

policy.

Reference Goodyear, V. A., & Casey, A. (2015). Innovation with change:
developing a community of practice to help teachers move beyond
the “honeymoon” of pedagogical renovation. Physical Education
and Sport Pedagogy, 20(2), 186—203.
https://doi.org/10.1080/17408989.2013.817012

Key point(s) of note Communities of practice can be beneficial for teachers to develop
and adopt new pedagogies under the guidance of more experienced
educators to support.

PLAN 2: Step 10

Revised research question | Following completion of Action Research Cycle 1, the researchers
continued to explore the original question further; thus, no
revisions to the original research question were needed for Action
Research Cycle 2.

PLAN 2 and DO 2: Steps 11 and 13
Methods of data collection
Feedback from networking events, participation records, and conference feedback.

Description of research sample, timing and location

Two online networking events have been held so far, with 22 participants in the first event and 30
attending the second. Both events lasted one hour and were held on Microsoft Teams. Each had a
different focus with the aim of bringing colleagues together with the chance to ‘learn’ from an
external guest speaker and then have discussions relating to sharing best practice relevant to their
setting, through the use of breakout rooms. As part of the organisation’s annual Teaching and
Learning conference titled ‘Unlocking Potential’, information and results regarding this project and
the staff SEND & Inclusion network were presented during a session entitled ‘Action towards
ambitious inclusion’.

PLAN 2: Step 12
Ethical consent was sought from each participant to publish this data anonymously.
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REVIEW 2: Steps 14-15

Data Analysis: process

Feedback from the conference was centralised, and so there was a delay in receiving the specific
data regarding the ‘Action towards ambitious inclusion session’. Comments and views regarding
topics for upcoming networking sessions have been collated and used to plan guest speakers for
the next academic year. Online jamboards and similar tools were utilised to gather participants'

viewpoints.

Summary of Findings
Action Research Cycle 2 Research Question

How can we build a community of practice focused on enhancing provision for learners with

SEND?

- Participation in events and online networks is growing, showing there is a desire to improve
knowledge and understanding of ISEND challenges and areas from colleagues in the
organisation.

- Staff are volunteering to be involved in further research projects and value the opportunity to
engage as practitioner researchers themselves.

Analysis and next steps leading into Action Research Cycle 2

Improving the provision for learners with SEND through creating opportunities to engage in a
community of practice (Staff SEND & Inclusion network) has led to an increased number of
colleagues engaging with events and training led by the research team.

Anecdotal evidence also suggests that colleagues are increasingly engaging with wider SEND team
members and other non-SEND staff to discuss specific learners or SEND needs. Results from the
recent staff conference are currently still being analysed before being passed on to the research
team to publish final findings.

CONCLUSION
Research aim/question
How can we build a community of practice focused on enhancing provision for learners with SEND?

Conclusion(s)

- Lack of self-efficacy and the imagined perception of SEND team members as the ‘experts’ has
led to low levels of confidence in supporting learners with SEND/High Needs in some areas.
Support and development focused on particular SEND needs was required to ensure a lack of
self-efficacy did not lead to a lack of action or support, which would impact the provision for
our learners.

- The staff SEND & Inclusion network has gained interest from colleagues across the large
organisation and has included participation from colleagues in a range of roles (LSAs, SEND
team members, coaching tutors, teachers/lecturers, curriculum leaders/managers, Deputy
Directors).

- Interest has increased significantly since the most recent live event, and there are now 85+
members of an online community linked to the staff SEND & Inclusion network.

- The network has now been embedded within the SEND strategy for the organisation and will
continue to offer opportunities for staff to meet and share best practice and learn from each
other and colleagues from the wider SEND/FE sector.

Next Steps

- We will grow the network, and the medium/long-term aim is to develop campus-based
communities of practice to allow staff to tailor their conversations and respond to training
and CPD needs at this level. These campus-based networks would then feed into the
organisation-wide network.
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- Further links will also be made to external networks and communities of practice through the
relationships built with the SEND Centres for Excellence (e.g. Weston College) and allow staff
to develop and increase their sense of self-efficacy by engaging with SEND & Inclusion
discussions across the wider FE sector.

Appendix 1 — Action Research Cycles

Establish the
research focus

Step 1: Identify the ISEND area for development which requires
research.

Study 1 Step 2: Review the research literature.
First Plan
Step 3: Start the process of refining the research.
Action Plan1 Step 4: Decide what kind of direction you are going to take (direct or
Research enquiry).
Cycle1 Step 5: Consider research ethics (engage with the ethics checklist).
Do 1 Step 6: Implement the first plan (either direct action or enquiry as
- action).
Step 7: Review and Reflect.
Review 1
Step 8: Analyse the meaning of the data gathered.
Study 2 Step 9: Review further literature if required.
Second Plan
Step 10: Based on the ‘reflect’ phase, refine the research (this may
involve revising or developing the research questions) and plan the
next actions.
Plan 2
Step 11: Decide what kind of action you are going to take (direct or
enquiry).
Action
Research Step 12: Seek any further ethical permissions if needed (engage with
Cycle 2 ethics checklist).
Do 2 Step 13: Implement the second plan — (either direct action or
- enquiry as action).
Step 14: Review and reflect.
Review 2

Step 15: Analyse the meaning of the data gathered.
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Appendix 2 - Video abstract and transcript

Abstract

This action research project, led by Sophie Banks, Deputy Head of SEND at Leeds City College,
explores the development of a community of practice aimed at enhancing provision for learners
with special educational needs and disabilities (SEND). Conducted as part of the Universal SEND
Services programme, the project was supported by nasen and the University of Derby, and
funded by the Department for Education.

The research was initiated in response to observed inconsistencies in the experiences of SEND
learners across a large and diverse Further Education setting. With a growing post-COVID
population of learners with high needs, the project sought to identify and disseminate best
practices across the institution. The initial research question focused on how to leverage existing
strengths to improve outcomes for all SEND learners, later refined to explore how a community
of practice could support this goal.

Through two research cycles, the team conducted literature reviews, staff surveys, and
professional learning events. Key findings revealed that while neurodiverse learners, particularly
those with ADHD and autism, represented the most common SEND profiles, staff confidence in
supporting these learners was relatively low. This insight led to the creation of a staff-centred
inclusion network, designed to foster collaboration, share expertise, and build self-efficacy
among educators.

The project underscores the importance of practitioner-led research in driving meaningful
change. It highlights the value of reflective practice, peer learning, and institutional support in
improving SEND provision. The network has since grown to include nearly 100 staff members,
with regular events and targeted professional development. The initiative demonstrates how
communities of practice can empower educators, enhance learner outcomes, and embed
inclusive practices across educational settings.

Transcript

Hi, my name is Sophie Banks. I'm the deputy head of SEND at Leeds City College.
0:01

And I'm going to talk to you about our Action Research project.
0:05

So just an overview of the project details. This was a project run by nasen, part of the Universal
Sense Services programme,

0:10

funded by the Department for Education and led by Dr Geraldine Cadena and
0:18

Professor Deborah Robinson at the Institute of Education at the University of Derby.
0:21

And for context, we are a large for setting.
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0:27
So we're a larger than average further education college.
0:32

And this includes mainstream specialist and alternative provision across the city and the wider
community.

0:35
We're part of a larger education group which includes two other colleges.
0:40

And then the bottom paragraph there just goes into a bit more detail in terms of the scope and
scale of the organisation.

0:44

So when we embarked on this project, we looked at a theme.
0:54

So the theme for our research project was how can we build a community of practice focussed
0:59

on enhancing provision for learners with SEND or special educational needs and disabilities.
1:03

And the question was asked, why were you interested in this research theme?
1:12

So we suspected, um, that the some of our students were having varying experiences of college
life, um, versus their nuns and peers.

1:17
We knew that there were areas of best practice supporting learners.
1:29

We send across the college and in our different professions, but we knew that there was limited
ways to share this across the large setting.

1:32

We also saw that we were having high and increasing numbers of learners with SEND, especially
post-COVID,

1:40

and we saw this as an exciting opportunity to further improve the learning experience and
outcomes for our learners with SEND and high needs.

1:48
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| think as a large provider, we also felt a responsibility to ensure that those learners were
experiencing a high-quality, um,

1:57

learning experience within our college setting, especially in comparison to their peers and in line
with their learning needs.

2:07

We have a higher than average percentage of learners with cent in our setting, compared to
both regional and national data.

2:15

It was therefore important to acknowledge this and ensure what we were providing really was
meeting the needs of our cohorts.

2:23

We knew that compared to the school sector, there was a large majority of learners with ADHD
attending specialist provision.

2:32

Once they turned 16, however, what we were finding is that there is a significant majority in our
team attending mainstream settings.

2:42
So this diagram here shows those figures as you can see.
2:50

In the school setting, we might have, um, 53% of learners with ADHD attending mainstream
schools.

2:57

And then when you get to the college sector, we have 89% of learners with GP's attending
general settings.

3:04

So you can see what contrast buys and how it presents a challenge to those working in general
settings.

3:13

So this is no view of our action research cycle one. So in this project there are two cycles to
complete.

3:24

So we identified a broad area of need across the college relating to Iceland and developed an
initial research question to focus on.

3:31

So initially this was rather long winded. And therefore ultimately we did refine the question.
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3:38

So initially it was how can we utilise existing areas of best practice supporting our learners
3:44

with certain high needs and share this across the organisation to enhance provision for all?
3:49

We reviewed some literature and created and sent out a staff survey to gather views on our
current provision for learners with SEND.

3:55

So at this point, we had a lot of informal and anecdotal information on where it was going.
4:03

Working. Well, uh, are areas of best practice.
4:10

And those are the things such as learning walks where we said we saw this happening and we
wanted to look for ways that we could,

4:13

um, share that best practice. So results from that literature review and just that idea about
developing a staff survey allowed us to refine the

4:21

research question on how we can build a community of practice focused on enhancing provision
for learners with SEND?

4:31
So this is just, uh, some of our initial findings and results from that staff survey.
4:39
Not all. Um, there was quite an extensive set of data that went with that.
4:44
But we did find that was interesting, however,
4:49

was that 20% of staff surveyed did not feel confident supporting learners with ADHD or A.D.D. or
autism in ASD.

4:51

Now, neurodiverse learners, those previously mentioned, have the most common primary cent
need across our college,

5:00
yet staff feel the least confident in supporting in this area.
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5:06
So it led us to think about the question of whether has a lack of self-efficacy
5:11
led to lower levels of actual support for some of our learners with SEND?
5:16
This was some of the themes that were coming out during our literature review as well.
5:20

And then when we looked at our actual research cycle too, what we did was analyse the results
from the staff survey further.

5:25

We pulled out key findings and key themes, and we continued with that literature review on the
topic of communities of practice.

5:32

We attended sessions led by the University of Derby. We researched and attended Professional
Learning Network events across the country.

5:39

And then we launched our staff centred inclusion network as a community of practice.
5:46

And then finally we conducted our exit survey.
5:52

Now you might be thinking at this point in the video. Right, this all sounds great, but what is
practitioner research and why me?

5:57
Why you? So Vicky Duckworth puts it.
6:04
Well, um, she says, why is practitioner research so important?
6:07
So enables teachers to generate powerful knowledge from their practice.
6:12

They are perfectly positioned within their classrooms to have powerful, powerful research
empowers them, the learners and the communities they serve.

6:17

And | would argue that in these complex times of accountability, changing student
demographics,
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6:25
inequity, and notions of professionalism, practitioner research is vital for teachers.
6:29

Not just that word vital. It underpins the importance of who they are as professionals, returning
teachers and their voices as thinkers,

6:35

curriculum developers, data analysts and generators of knowledge about teaching and learning.
6:43

So some takeaways. An impact of the ice and research we conducted.
6:54

So we felt that the efforts really, really needed to be focussed on providing incentives to conduct
Ice and research in a fee settings.

6:59

They offer that fee settings provide and the cohorts are unique.
7:07

We believe that ultimately, if we are.
7:12

Focusing our research efforts in this area. It will contribute positively to attainment,
achievement, retention of our students.

7:18

But there are a large number of send and high needs students within general settings, and
therefore it is not a cohort that is a minority.

7:26
We think that is also really important if you're conducting action research to seek support.
7:38

So regarding aspects you may be unsure of e.g. the ethics side of things, but have the confidence
to take that idea.

7:44

Talk to those supporting the project, such as and how we did with the University of Derby, and
see where it takes you.

7:52

There are many, many benefits for you, the learners and the organisation in which you work for,
7:59

and we can only improve our practice if we are engaging in this reflective cycle.
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8:05

It might be that there are. More benefits than you realise.
8:12

So it gives you the opportunity to engage in that self-reflection or self analysis.
8:20

You might learn some new solutions to small problems. It'll help you develop your professional
skills.

8:25

You could grow your network of change makers within your organisation.
8:30

Um, and there are many, many more benefits to engaging in action research.
8:35

And as a final kind of update of where we are at now with our action research project and how
the network is carrying on.

8:42

So the network is growing with nearly a hundred members of staff engaging in online content, as
well as nine live networking events.

8:49

We have guest speakers used to support the idea of self-efficacy, efficacy and increased
confidence in specific areas of send.

8:55
And we have live network meets at least once for half term.
9:02

We are also looking at developing our communities of practice at a more localised level to
respond to the cohorts that we have this year,

9:06

and that might be on a campus or a curriculum level. And then finally, | just wanted to leave you
with, um, a reading list.

9:12
If this is something that you're interested in developing in your setting, a community of practice.
9:19

This is just a reading list for you to consider that | found useful while we were engaging in this
project.

9:24
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Thank you very much for your time and for watching this video, and | hope you will engage in
some action.
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