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Abstract

Context: This study was conducted within a Special Hospital School, focusing on a 17-year-old pupil with
profound and multiple learning disabilities (PMLD) who had limited prior experience in phonics and
reading. Ethical consent was obtained to publish the findings anonymously, reflecting the programme’s
sensitivity towards the participants' backgrounds and needs.

Aims: The primary aim of the lesson study was to investigate effective methods for teaching systematic
synthetic phonics to the pupil, taking into account his unique educational background and learning
difficulties. The goal was to identify strategies that would facilitate his engagement and progress in
learning to read, particularly in the context of his previous limited exposure to reading instruction.

Methods: The lesson study was structured over nine weeks, during which multiple planning and review
meetings were held among the research team, including the lead researcher, high-level teaching
assistant, and the pupil's mother. Initial weeks involved familiarisation with the pupil's educational
history through his Education, Health and Care Plan (EHCP), followed by sessions aimed at assessing his
prerequisite skills for phonics. Important steps included engaging with the pupil to establish
communication and observational assessments during the sessions.

Findings: The study indicated that the pupil had some prior exposure to phonics, specifically letters ‘s, a,
t, p’, but this learning was interrupted due to health issues. The research found that engagement
improved over the sessions, suggesting meaningful interactions occurred during instruction. Additionally,
the study pointed out the significance of familial involvement, specifically the mother's role, in supporting
the pupil's literacy journey. It highlighted the distinction between conventional literacy and emerging
literacy practices, advocating for a tailored approach based on individual cognitive abilities.

Implications: This study underscored the necessity to explore a variety of literacy approaches to
accommodate unique learning trajectories, particularly for students with PMLD. It suggests that
structures within educational frameworks, such as the Nexus/Teach Us Too Curriculum Framework, could
benefit from incorporating findings from this study. Future research could involve expanding the scope to
include a greater number of students with similar needs to enhance understanding and strategies in
teaching phonics effectively.

Keywords
Inclusion, special educational needs and disabilities; hospital school; profound and
multiple learning disability (PMLD); phonics; pupil voice
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Lesson Study for Inclusion and Special Educational Needs and Disability

(ISEND)

Teaching reading to a 17-year-old pupil with a profound and
multiple learning disability (PMLD) who has little previous experience of
learning to read through the teaching of phonics (Special Hospital School).
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BACKGROUND INFORMATION

Type of setting

Special School - Hospital School

Case study pupil(s)

John* is aged 17 years and on roll at another school outside of the
Trust. He has severe and complex learning needs, which significantly
impact his physical motor skills. Whilst in hospital, he has been
accessing teaching through Becton School, a part of Nexus Multi-
Academy Trust.

*John is a pseudonym.

Roles of the Research
Team

Trust English Consultant, Head of School, Higher Level Teaching
Assistant (HLTA)

LESSON STUDY STEPS:

Appendix 1 illustrates the Lesson Study Steps

Ethical consent has been sought to publish this data anonymously.

LESSON STUDY SUMMARY

Research focus

Systematic synthetic phonics approach, phonics, profound and
multiple learning difficulties, reading, communication, special
educational needs and disabilities (SEND).

Research question

To what extent can learning to decode and encode using a
systematic synthetic phonics approach enable learners with
complex medical and/or learning needs to communicate
expressively and receptively with greater degrees of autonomy?

Overview/Key information

John, the case study pupil, expressed an interest in learning to read.
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Over the summer term, both diagnostic assessment and teaching
sessions were delivered to John. These sessions took place in both
the home and the hospital intensive care unit as bedside teaching.

Key findings

- Diagnostic assessments indicated that John already had secured
the pre-requisite skills required to access phonics.

- John had some limited knowledge of print and the alphabetic
code.

- John’s ‘home’ school were unaware of the link between
teaching phonics and the potential communication possibilities.

- Consistency in approach was vital, but difficult to establish with
regular changes of setting.

- The student was extremely engaged in the teaching and
learning activities and was able to sustain attention and engage
with a full, structured phonics session, including all aspects of a
regular synthetic phonics programme lesson plan.

- Accessibility and communication were the two key barriers that
needed overcoming.

Evidence-informed theory

For a teenage pupil with a profound and multiple learning disability
and complex medical needs, it is easy for professionals to assume
that learning through phonics is neither a priority nor a possibility,
and that another professional has already tried and failed to teach a
pupil to read using this approach

A synthetic phonics approach might be suitable for a teenage pupil
with a profound and multiple learning disability who has had little
previous experience of the approach. Critical in this instance was
the pupil’s expressed interest in learning to read.

KEY LITERATURE SHAPING THE LESSON STUDY

Reference

Moseley, S. (2023). Teaching reading to all learners including those
with complex needs: a framework for progression within an inclusive
reading curriculum. Routledge.

Key point(s) of note

- Students on a sensory pathway still need to have access to both
literacy and mathematical skill teaching.

- Case studies from schools across the nation highlight ways in
which formal phonic programmes and sessions may be adapted
to meet the needs of students with profound and multiple
learning disabilities (PMLD), including those that the DfE has
validated.

- Work from Erickson and Koppenhaver is cited throughout the
books and provides sound research upon which the theory is
built.

Reference

Sullivan, A. (2023). Access to Phonics: Practical Access Strategies to
Teach Children with Complex Needs of All Ages. Oxford University
Press.
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Key point(s) of note

- Emphasises the need for phonics to be taught explicitly to all
children.

- Discusses the differences between the various types of phonic
approaches and uses these to build a case for linguistic phonics
potentially being a useful approach for students with SEND.

- Provides examples of how accessibility barriers can be broken
down in order to teach phonics to pupils with complex needs.

Reference

Law, J., Charlton, J., Dockrell, J., Gascoigne, M., McKean, C., &
Theakston, A. (2017). Early language development: needs, provision,
and intervention for preschool children from socioeconomically
disadvantaged backgrounds: A Report for the Education Endowment
Foundation. Public Health England and Education Endowment
Foundation.
https.//d2tic4wvoliusb.cloudfront.net/production/documents/quid
ance/Law et _al Early Lanquage Development final.pdf?v=173703
5390

Key point(s) of note

“...the majority of children follow similar patterns in a given
language, albeit at different rates.”

“...Although language acquisition is a very robust process, there is
evidence that the rate at which children develop language is
sensitive to the amount of input they receive from the adults
around them. The quality of input that children receive is likely to
be more important than the quantity. Children’s gestures, such as
pointing, are important precursors of subsequent language
development.”

Reference

Doak, L. (2021). ‘To start talking phonics is crazy’: how parents
understand ‘literacy’ in the lives of children with learning
disabilities. Pedagogy, Culture and Society, 32(1), 41-59.
https://doi.org/10.1080/14681366.2021.2010121

Key point(s) of note

- Based on interviews with two parents of students with learning
disabilities regarding a meaningful version of literacy for their
children.

- ‘International policy on ‘literacy’ teaching currently coalesces
around a functionalist view of discrete, measurable skills which
must be mastered for a child to enjoy full citizenship and for a
country to enhance its international competitiveness in the
‘global knowledge economy’ (Bromley, Oakley, and Vidovich
2019, 160)

- When we see literacy as a vehicle for social mobility and access
to paid employment, this is where students with learning
disabilities are left out, as they need key skills to be taught.
Currently, literacy for children with complex needs is under-
researched in comparison to their mainstream counterparts.

- Considers approaches to multi-sensory storytelling.

- Considers the argument that students with learning disabilities
are taught phonics due to the school's need to adhere to
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government policy, but that this may not be the best approach
for those students.

- “Relatively little literature exists to connect ‘PMLD’ with
‘literacy’ and that which does typically privileges ‘inclusive
literacy’ such as MSST. Conversely, it has been argued that a
default turn to MSST because the PMLD learner is presumed
‘too disabled’ for conventional literacy can become a self-
fulfilling prophecy which amounts to ‘denial of literate
citizenship’ (Kliewer, Biklen, and Kasa, Hendrickson 2006, 165).
There are occasional accounts of individual children identified
as having PMLD and yet acquiring conventional literacy (Bryan
2018), although some have questioned the validity of such
claims (French and Marshall 2018).”

- “Parents of non-verbal disabled children can become deeply
attuned to the nuances of their child’s embodied multimodal
communication, such as posture, gesture, facial expression and
vocalisation (Doak, 2021). Laura described how she drew on
such knowledge to assess Matthew’s level of engagement with
a book: I just give him a choice of books, and then he will just
grab the one that he wants. Eye contact, obviously looking at
the book. Physical contact, so he wants to hold the book, he
wants to be close to the book. He will verbalise and make what
we would call happy noises, and jiggling. . . If he didn’t enjoy it,
he would shuffle away . ..”

- Is literacy not necessarily the act of ‘reading’ but rather
‘understanding ’?

- ‘Literacy’ viewed through a more expansive lens as meaning-
making involving the ‘enduring representation’ of an artefact
(Lawson et al. 2012, 106) encompasses these activities as
literate: Gavin engaged enthusiastically with the (re)telling of
stories through multiple media.”

- Highlights the importance of the home literacy environment in
a child’s education and an ongoing, strong relationship
between school and home.

Reference

Bryan, J. (2018). Eye can write: a memoir of a child’s silent soul
Emerging. Lagom: London.

Key point(s) of note

- First-hand written memoir of a young teenage boy diagnosed
with Cerebral Palsy, labelled with PMLD and who was placed on
a sensory pathway in his special school upon entry. He wasn’t
taught conventional skills, but his family saw that he had the
potential to access ‘conventional’ literacy instruction and
removed him from school. They proceeded to home-school
with the support of a specialist tutor, and he is now able to fully
communicate through eye gaze by using the alphabet. This
prevents the limitations in expression that may be provided by
symbol-based communication systems, as he is now able to
spell any word he wants to say to be understood.
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Reference Launchpad for Literacy. (2018).

https://www.launchpadforliteracy.co.uk/

Key point(s) of note Toolkit for ‘pre-requisite’ skills required for conventional literacy
instruction. Aimed at mainstream, but needs to be considered

within the context of SEND.

TIMING OF LESSON STUDY ACTIVITIES

Week 1-2: Agreed on the team and focus of the research. Met to discuss pupil needs and read
through the Education, Health and Care Plan (EHCP) to become familiar with individual needs
and educational background.

Week 3-4: Conducted first review and planning meeting. Met with pupil in hospital and explored
how he would be able to indicate his responses, and began to build relationships (Lead
researcher was a new adult who was unfamiliar to the student).

Week 5: Conducted first session to diagnostically assess the pre-requisite skills required in order
to access a systematic synthetic phonics programme.

Week 6: Student discharged from hospital and placed back on roll at ‘home’ school.

Week 7: Meeting held between ‘home’ school, lead researcher, High Level Teaching Assistant
(HLTA) and student’s mother. The aim of the meeting was to pass on information and enquire
about the school’s plans to teach Phonics. Becton School requested that students stay on roll
until the end of the term for work to continue.

Week 8: Second planning and review meeting held. The second session was conducted in the
home.

Week 9: Third planning and review session held. Final session conducted in John’s home.

LS Cycle 1

Review and Planning

Agreed to use Launchpad for Literacy diagnostic assessment to explore John’s ability to access a
synthetic phonics programme and consider whether these key pre-requisite skills require
instructional delivery. Agreed on dates and roles of each of the team members. EHCP read and
used to inform planning for the first session, which would take the form of an assessment
session—agreed that HLTA would begin each session with the usual opening to maintain routine
and reduce anxiety for John.

Lesson
Setting: Becton School — Children’s Hospital

Areas to assess

Reason for Assessment

Request made by teacher, Peter, to assess
John’s readiness for accessing the RWI
programme. At 17yrs, John has had
inconsistent access to education due to
complex medical needs. John is also pre-
speaking and is therefore unable to
communicate his knowledge and
understanding easily. However, his receptive
language appears to be well developed as he
is able to take part in a conversation and
respond to some questions.

Pupil: John - Auditory discrimination — assess John’s
Date: 15.5.23 ability to hear individual phonemes in

different places in words. This will also
determine John’s level of phonemic
awareness.

- Visual discrimination — assess John’s
ability to process visual information and
identify big and small differences
between visual stimuli.

If John’s level is consistently high in these
areas, move on to assess John’s phoneme
identification; i.e., ascertain whether John can
read and ‘hear’ specific sounds in words in his
head/for himself.
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Resources

Large A3 visual images — enlarged for
visual access.

Coloured spot sheet — to ‘anchor’ auditory
information.

Selection of phonemes enlarged to
communicate responses.

Accessibility Requirements and specific
considerations

Any visual input should be enlarged and held
directly in front of John.

John may struggle to use his hands/fingers to
indicate choices. Consider alternative methods
such as eye gaze or feet — this may depend on
John’s choice of communication on the day.

Be aware of John’s Communication Profile for
his own personal and medical needs. These
may occur during the assessment.

Script
Auditory Discrimination

Picture 1: I’'m going to do this one. This is a
pig. Pig. What sound can | hear at the
beginning of pig? Pig.

Point to the sound buttons and attach the
following sounds: f m p

The answer is p. Point to the p sound button.
Now it’s your turn.

Picture 2: Sit. This man is sitting on a chair.
Sit. What sound can you hear at the
beginning of sit? Sit.

Point to the sound buttons and attach the
following sounds: s p m

Picture 3: Tap. This is a tap. Tap. What sound
can you hear at the beginning of tap? Tap.
Point to the sound buttons and attach the
followingsounds: a t p

Picture 4: Kite. This is a kite. What sound can
you hear at the beginning of kite? Kite.

Point to the sound buttons and attach the
following sounds: s g c/k

Picture 5: Tap. This is a tap. What sound can
you hear at the end of tap? Tap.

Point to the sound buttons and attach the
followingsounds: s p m

Picture 6: Kite. This is a kite. What sound can
you hear at the end of kite? Book.

Point to the sound buttons and attach the
followingsounds: a t p

Picture 7: Book. This is a book. What sound
can you hear at the end of book? Book.
Point to the sound buttons and attach the
following sounds: s g c/k

- Picture 8: Boat. This is a boat. What sound
can you hear in the middle of the word? Boat.

- Point to the sound buttons and attach the
following sounds: igh ee o0a

- Picture 9: Sheep. This is a sheep. What sound
can you hear in the middle of the word?

Sheep.
- Point to the sound buttons and attach the
following sounds: igh ee o0a

- Picture 10: Tap. This is a tap. What sound can
you hear in the middle of the word? Tap.

- Point to the sound buttons and attach the
followingsounds: a t p

- Picture 11: Pig. This is a pig. What sound can
you hear in the middle of the word? Pig.

- Point to the sound buttons and attach the
followingsounds: a i o

- Picture 12: Smile. This is a smile. What sound
can you hear after the s in smile? Smile.

- Point to the sound buttons and attach the
followingsounds: t c¢/k m

- Picture 13: Star. This is a star. What sound can
you hear after the s in star? Star.

- Point to the sound buttons and attach the
followingsounds: t c¢/k m

- Picture 14: Glove. This is a glove. What sound
can you hear after the g in glove?

- Point to the sound button and attach the
followingsounds: r | o

- Picture 15: Tree. This is a tree. What sound
can you hear after t in tree?

- Point to the sound button and attach the
followingsounds: r | o

Visual discrimination

- Picture 1: Which one is the house?

- Picture 2: Which is the sun?

- Picture 3: Which one is number two?
- Picture 4: Which oneis a ‘t’?

- Picture 5: Which one is the b?

- Picture 6: Which one is 18?

- Picture 7: Which one is sh?
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- Picture 8: Which one is ch?

- Picture 9: Which word has b in it? Which
word has ‘t’ in it?

Auditory Blending

- Picture 9: Which picture is this? Foot---------
ball

- Picture 10: Which picture is this? Rain----------
bow

Post Lesson Review

Pupil

We were unable to gain direct views of the pupil following the session. However, John did begin
to close his eyes to indicate he was tired and wanted the session to finish.

Teachers

This assessment session needed to be split into two separate lessons to enable engagement. John
was able to engage fully in both sessions, with clear indicative responses to choices provided.
Responses were checked by repeating questions and varying the position of cards to ensure
accuracy. Head movements and eye gaze were the preferred methods of communication from
John. This was established early on in the session.

John demonstrated that he was able to recognise some numbers and letters. He was able to
identify the s, t and p phonemes during the auditory activity at the beginning of words but was
unable to identify them at the end. It was unclear whether this was due to his understanding of
the conceptual vocabulary used (end) or whether he was unsure what sound he could hear. He
was unable to hear long vowel sounds in the middle or other consonant sounds at the end of
words when they were spoken.

John performed well in the visual discrimination tasks he was presented with. He was also able to
identify which words had a specific phoneme within them during the visual demonstration task,
which indicated that he had some knowledge and understanding of the alphabetic code. When we
began with auditory blending, John became less consistent in his responses. It was agreed to end
the session as he was indicating he was tired. This meant we were unable to move on from the
auditory blending of compound words to multi-syllabic and CVC words.

LS Cycle 2

Review and Planning

Due to the fact that the previous sessions were assessment-based, and as a result of our findings,
it was agreed that it would be a wiser use of time to begin teaching systematic synthetic phonics
from Phase 2, beginning with sounds that he had been inconsistent in recognising previously. This
would also enable the session to be more interactive and engaging for John. Sensory objects were
chosen to support the teaching of the session, including a teaspoon and teacup to match the
mnemonic picture for the t grapheme. A mirror was also included in the resources, as it had
previously been observed that John enjoys pulling faces!

We felt it was important to ensure that the blending and segmenting sections of the session were
delivered, as it had been clear previously that John was unsure of the position of sounds in words
during the auditory discrimination assessment. Words for these sections of the session were
chosen carefully, with clear pictures and meanings explained.

Lesson
Name: John Date: 13/7/23
Focus sounds: t, n, m, d Focus decodables: pan, pin, sit, pad, map, mat, man
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Review:s, a, p, i Show phoneme flashcards and practise making the
mouth shapes and tracing the shapes of the letters
Teach new sounds: t Show the teacup and teaspoon. Explore the sounds it
makes when the teaspoon is tapped against the cup.
Start to add the tttttt verbal sound.

Emphasise the shape of the mouth when making the
sound. Take away the teacup. Show the grapheme ‘t.
Repeat ‘t’ for the grapheme, then show the teacup and
say ‘ttt teacup.’ Repeat, encouraging John to make the
shape of t with his mouth.

Use existing graphemes he knows. Go through the pile
and when John sees ‘t’ show us using his eyebrows or a
nod.

Show him the shape of ‘t’ by saying the rhyme ‘down
the teaspoon, under the teacup and across the top. Lots
of sensory practise at feeling the shape.

Teach blending decodable Show the word ‘tap’ and invite John to find the picture

words: tap, pat, sit, from a choice of two, using a nod to indicate his choice.
If unsure, model pointing and saying the sounds before
choosing the picture.

Repeat this process for pat and sit.

Teach segmenting to spell: pit, Model creating the word ‘pit.” Say the word, then
tip, sat choose the first sound, the second sound and the third
sound. Say the word, pointing from left to right.

Encourage John to spell ‘tip’ and ‘sat.’
Say the sounds and encourage John to indicate the first

sound from a choice of 3. Then the second sound, then
the third sound.

Post Lesson Review

Pupil

John was engaged throughout the process and was eager to keep working on the lesson. He did
not request to stop.

Teachers

John remained engaged in the session for at least 45 minutes. His responses were consistent, and
where he was uncertain, we were able to model and then check his responses again. He
demonstrated clear progress within this session. Encouragement to create the ‘t’ shape with his
mouth and use a mirror was successful, and throughout the session, John created a t shape with
his mouth and made noises to show his version of the ‘t’ sound. John was encouraged to move his
head to the shape of the ‘t’ as this is his most flexible way of moving. He became extremely
expressive with this and enjoyed making his head go ‘down the teaspoon, under the cup and
across the top.’
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LS Cycle 3
Review and Planning

Lesson

Phonics Session Plan
Name: John Date: 18/7/23
Focus sounds: t, n, m, d Focus decodables: pan, pin, sit, pad, map, mat, man
Review:s, a, p, i, t Show phoneme flashcards and practise making the

mouth shapes and tracing the shapes of the letters — use
mirror to see shapes.

Teach new sounds: m, n Show the ‘m’ card. Practise making the m shape with
mouth. Use mirror to explore making the sound shape.

Show items beginning with ‘m’. Keep making the sound.

Show ‘m’ flashcard again. This time turn it over and say
meatballs. Model, making the shape with his head.

Use existing graphemes he knows. Go through the pile,
and when John sees ‘m’, he needs to tell us using his

eyebrows or a nod.

Repeat for ‘n’.

Teach blending decodable Place the mat flashcards on the board and model
words: mat, map, man blending to create the word. Show the mat picture to link
to the meaning.

Repeat for the map. Invite John to find the picture from a
choice of two, using a nod to indicate his choice. If
unsure, model pointing and saying the sounds before
choosing the picture.

Repeat this process for man.

Teach segmenting to spell: mat, Model creating the word ‘map.” Say the word, then
map, man, choose the first sound, the second sound and the third
sound. Say the word, pointing from left to right.

Encourage John to spell mat, man.

Post Lesson Review

Pupil

John provided an affirmative nod when asked if he had enjoyed the lessons. His engagement from
the initial session was much improved.

Teachers
John demonstrated that he remembered the ‘s’ and ‘t’ sounds from previously. He was able to
engage in the ‘m’ activities and linked this sound to his mum and other objects. He found ‘n’
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challenging, potentially due to its similarity in sound to the ‘m.” John was able to blend the words
mat and map with support. Man was more difficult due to the inclusion of ‘n.’

CONCLUSIONS AND NEXT STEPS

- Thereis a need to consider prior phonics knowledge as he may have previously been taught ‘s, a,
t, p’ but not had this continued due to ill health and/or a perceived lack of progress.

- More exploration and practise are required to gain more concrete solutions. However, the fact
that engagement increased as the sessions developed suggests that these had meaning to John
and potentially disputes an argument from Doak (2021) that ‘persisting with an unattainable
goal of conventional literacy could have unfortunate consequences of disengagement and
frustration.’

- The importance of family relationships is upheld throughout this, with John’s mother playing a
central role throughout the project. The majority of John’s access to literacy has been through
home or the hospital school placement, where this research project began.

- Individual cognitive abilities, rather than physical and medical barriers, should be considered
when deciding whether a student can access conventional literacy approaches.

- There s a difference between ‘conventional’ literacy (the explicit instruction of progressive skills)
and ‘emerging literacy practices (sharing stories and gaining meaning from a range of
communicative media). This should be considered when exploring approaches that meet an
individual child’s needs.

Next Steps

- Repeat this study with a wider number of students with needs very similar to John.
- Consider the findings when developing the Nexus/Teach Us Too Curriculum Framework.
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Appendix 1 — Lesson Study Steps

1. | Decide on the case study pupil(s) (1 or 2) and what the focus or goal is.

2. | Arrange who will be in the team and assign roles:

- 1teacherin the teaching role;

- 2teachers in the observer role, or just one if only one case study pupil is
selected.

3. | Shape and develop the Lesson Study based on research literature.

For example, draw on research from the Education and Endowment

P . . " .
an Foundation, or an academic journal, such as the British Journal of Special
Education, or the Journal of Special Educational Needs (JORSEN).
4. | Decide on the research questions relevant to the case study pupil(s).
5. | Set the timeline.
Review 6. | Conduct review and planning meeting (1 of 3).
and
Plan

7. | Teach 1* Research Lesson

Observer(s): jointly observing and assessing the learning of case study
Teach pupil(s).

Post-lesson interview with case study pupil(s).

Review 8. | Conduct review and planning meeting (2 of 3).
and
Plan

9. | Teach 2" Research Lesson

Observer(s): jointly observing and assessing the learning of case study
Teach pupil(s).

Post-lesson interview with case study pupil(s).

Review 10. | Conduct review and planning meeting (3 of 3).
and
Plan

11. | Teach 3™ Research Lesson

Observer(s): jointly observing and assessing the learning of case study
Teach pupil(s).

Post-lesson interview with case study pupil(s).

Review 12. | Review and evaluate Lesson Study; focus on case study pupil(s) learning and
and the Lesson Study process.
evaluate
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