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This Action Research case study was completed as part of the Department for Education (DfE, UK) nasen 
Universal SEND programme. 

 
Abstract 
Context: This study is situated within the realm of inclusion and special educational needs and disability 
(ISEND) and emphasises the role of curiosity in fostering an inclusive learning environment for children. 
The initiative aims to explore innovative methods that can enhance the skills children need to access 
education more effectively across a mainstream primary setting.  

Aims: The primary objective is to develop curiosity through a structured Action Research approach, 
thereby enabling educators to consider various pathways for adapting learning experiences to meet the 
diverse needs of learners better, particularly those with a label of SEND. 

Methods: The research involved an action research cycle that began with a planning phase, followed by 
the collection of data during the implementation of specific action plans. Ethical consent was obtained 
for the anonymous publication of data from all participants involved. The study comprised two cycles of 
action research, each built upon a review of the insights gained and the relevant literature pertinent to 
ISEND. 

Findings: The findings indicate that fostering curiosity among educators leads to a collaborative approach 
to understanding and addressing the needs of students with SEND. The iterative cycles of action research 
facilitated a gradual refinement of research questions and action plans based on real-world applications 
and insights gathered during the process. 

Implications: This study provides insights into how curiosity can be harnessed as a powerful tool within 
educational practice, potentially guiding educators in rethinking traditional approaches to teaching and 
learning. Other educators might find value in the action research framework as a means of fostering 
collaboration among staff and a focus on adaptive strategies for diverse learners within inclusive 
educational settings. 

Keywords 
Inclusion, special educational needs and disabilities (SEND); adaptive teaching; subject leaders; skills 
children need to learn; whole-school practice.  
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Action Research for Inclusion and Special Educational Needs and Disability 
(ISEND): Case Study 

Curiosity is an integral element required to think differently about the skills children need to access 
learning, and how learning can be adapted in many different ways. Developing this curiosity through 

Action Research has united us as a staff body (Mainstream, Primary). 
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BACKGROUND INFORMATION 

 

ACTION RESEARCH CYCLES  
Appendix 1 illustrates the Action Research Cycles 
 

 
Ethical consent has been sought to publish this data anonymously. 
 

SUMMARY 
Research focus Adaptive teaching, special educational needs and disability (SEND),  

skills children need to learn, Subject Leaders, whole school practice 
 

Research question How can teachers be supported to embed adaptive teaching for all 
learners?  
 

Overview/Key information Starting point for research 
- Quality first teaching should be the first step to supporting 

learning with SEND.  
- Subject Leads need to know how to embed adaptive teaching 

strategies within their curriculum area.  
Findings 
- Data gathered through a staff survey suggested that teachers 

would find it beneficial to have the opportunity to share/review 
adaptive learning tasks for children with SEND. 

Type of setting Mainstream Primary School 
 

Age range of pupils Year 1 – Year 6 (ages 4-11) 

Roles of the Research 
Team 

School Special Educational Needs Co-ordinator (SENCO) and 
Headteacher 
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- Research suggests that children with SEND often have different 
talents in broader curriculum subjects, so avoiding interventions 
in these key times is important.  

 
Evidence-informed 
practice 

Curiosity is an integral element required to think differently about 
the skills children need to access learning, and how learning can be 
adapted in many different ways. Developing this curiosity through 
Action Research has united us as a staff body. 
 

 

RESEARCH TIMELINE  
Nov  Dec  Jan  Feb  March  April  May  June  July  

Action 
Research 
Cycle 1  

  
Step 1: 

Establish the 
research 

focus  

Action Research Cycle 
1  

Step 2: Study  
Steps 3-5: Plan 1  

  

Step 6: Do 1  
Steps 7-8: Review 1  

  
Action Research Cycle 2  

Step 9: Study 2  
Steps 10-12: Plan 2  

Step 13: Do 2  
Step 14-15: Review 2  

  
  

  
Share and disseminate 

the research 
(anonymised) with other 

interested parties.  

 
ACTION RESEARCH CYCLE 1 

RESEARCH FOCUS: Step 1 

 
KEY LITERATURE SHAPING THE RESEARCH (STUDY 1): Step 2 

Reference  Dunleavy, A., & Sorte, R. (2022). A thematic analysis of the family 
experience of British mainstream school SEND inclusion: can their 
voices inform best practice? Journal of Research in Special 
Educational Needs, 22(4), 332–342. https://doi.org/10.1111/1471-
3802.12571 
 
Northfield St Nicholas Primary Academy & Reach 2 Academy. 
(2022). SEND provision at NSNPA “All teachers are teachers of SEND. 
All leaders are leaders of SEND. All governors are governors of 
SEND”. https://nsnacademy.com/wp-
content/uploads/2022/03/SEND-How-we-do-it-here-March-
2022.pdf  
 
Sharma, P. (2022). Identifying solutions to overcome the barriers to 
pupil participation; a Delphi study of the SEND professional 
perspective. Support for Learning, 37(3), 399–422. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9604.12416 

Initial research interest 
aim/question (Step 1) 

How do Subject Leaders feel about supporting learners with SEND in 
their subject?  
 
How do class teachers feel that Subject Leaders could support them 
in adaptive teaching? 
 

https://doi.org/10.1111/1471-3802.12571
https://doi.org/10.1111/1471-3802.12571
https://nsnacademy.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/SEND-How-we-do-it-here-March-2022.pdf
https://nsnacademy.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/SEND-How-we-do-it-here-March-2022.pdf
https://nsnacademy.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/SEND-How-we-do-it-here-March-2022.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9604.12416
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Silver, M. (2021). Motivation, engagement and outcomes in 
curriculum development in a specialist SEND School in England. 
Support for Learning, 36(1), 133–146. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9604.12342 
 

Key point(s) of note - Subject leads identify special educational needs and disabilities 
(SEND) in their subject on a ‘how we do it here’ sheet.  

- The most significant barrier for learners with SEND concerns 
their communication about learning.  

- Subject leaders need to be explicit about how learning can be 
evidenced in their subject - sharing best practice would be 
useful.  

- Subject leads/SENCOs need to meet with SEND learners to 
collect their feedback and help guide the journey.  

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

 
PLAN 1 and DO 1: Steps 4 and 6 
 

Methods of data collection 
- Survey of teachers in school 
- Research journal 
 
Description of research sample, timing and location 
Sample size: 10 teachers  
 
Data collected from the survey will inform the research.  
 
We are interested in finding out whether teachers and Subject Leads feel confident to adapt 
activities for learners with SEND.  
 
We also want to know what Subject Leads feel they do to support other practitioners in teaching 
and adapting their subjects appropriately. We aim to develop strategies that enable us to best 
support all teachers in adapting their learning.  
 
The lead researcher also kept a research journal.  
 

 
PLAN 2: Step 5 
Ethical consent was sought from each participant to publish this data anonymously. 
 
 
 
 

Revised research question How confident are our teachers in adapting learning for SEND? 
 

https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9604.12342
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REVIEW 1: Step 7-8 
Data Analysis: process 
- The lead researcher analysed the data from the surveys. 
- Key themes were identified.  
 
Summary of Findings  
Research Question 
How confident are our teachers in adapting learning for students with Special Educational Needs 
and Disabilities (SEND)? 
 
From the survey, we found that most Subject Leaders had several ideas about how their subject 
could be adapted for students with SEND; they also felt confident in adapting their teaching for 
learners with SEND.  
 
Most teachers said they would benefit from seeing examples of adaptations other practitioners 
were using. Staff felt that sharing good practices would be beneficial.  
 
Key takeaways: 
- Subject leads have a bank of ideas about how their subject can be adapted to meet the needs 

of all learners. 
- Practitioners would find it beneficial to have example tasks of scaffolding1 for each subject.  
- On average, teachers felt 60% confident that they were able to adapt teaching for learners 

with SEND. 
 

Analysis and next steps leading into Action Research Cycle 2 
The findings were positive. Most Subject Leads felt they were, on average, 80% confident to adapt 
their subject for all learners. Most thought there were steps they could take to support teachers 
further to make adaptations in their subject area for learners with SEND. 
 
Next Step(s): Action Research Cycle 2 
Initially, the humanities lead and research lead for this project began the process of developing a 
‘how we do it here’ document for History and Geography. However, it quickly became clear that 
this was not going to be the most effective way forward.  
 
To gain a deeper understanding and build on the gathered data, the next step was to learn more 
about the current adaptive teaching practices in the school. 
 

 
 

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

Reference  Old Primary Timer. (2024). Adaptive Teaching: The Four Verbs 
Approach. PrimaryTimeryDotCom. 
https://primarytimery.com/2024/03/29/adaptive-teaching-the-
four-verbs-approach/  
 

 
1 Education and Endowment Foundation (2023). The ‘five-a-day’ Principle – Scaffolding. 
https://d2tic4wvo1iusb.cloudfront.net/eef-guidance-reports/send/5-a-Day_Reflection_Tool_2023.pdf 
 
 

https://d2tic4wvo1iusb.cloudfront.net/eef-guidance-reports/send/5-a-Day_Reflection_Tool_2023.pdf
https://primarytimery.com/2024/03/29/adaptive-teaching-the-four-verbs-approach/
https://primarytimery.com/2024/03/29/adaptive-teaching-the-four-verbs-approach/
https://d2tic4wvo1iusb.cloudfront.net/eef-guidance-reports/send/5-a-Day_Reflection_Tool_2023.pdf
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Key point(s) of note Focussed on memory, the four-verb approach to adaptive teaching 
looks at the four key areas that teachers can adapt for all learners: 

- Reduce memory demands 
- Anticipate memory demands 
- Support memory demands 
- Strengthen memory   

 
Reference  Leigh Stationers’ Primary Academy. (n.d.). Adaptive Teaching. Leigh 

Academies Trust. https://eastcoteprimaryacademy.org.uk/special-
educational-needs-and-disabilities/adaptive-teaching/  
 

Key point(s) of note This document addresses adaptive teaching in every subject area.  
 
Our starting point will be for Subject Leads to consider the key 
barriers children may face in their subject - this will be the starting 
point for developing our ‘how we do it here’ document. 

 
 
 
PLAN 2: Step 10 

 
PLAN 2 and DO 2: Steps 11 and 13 

Methods of data collection 
- Look at children’s work (book look) across reading, writing and maths 
- Meet with Subject Leaders  
- Observe adaptive teaching in practice  
 
Description of research sample, timing and location 
- 10 observations were carried out (1 per week over a term).  
- Following each observation, a book look took place, which included taking samples of the 

children’s work.   
 

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

Data Analysis: process 
Analysis of observation notes set alongside ‘book look’ data. 
 
Summary of Findings  
Action Research Cycle 2 Research Question  
How can new teachers be supported to embed adaptive teaching for all learners?  
 
Findings from Observation and ‘book looks’ 
 
 
 

Revised research question How can teachers be supported to embed adaptive teaching for all 
learners?  
 

https://eastcoteprimaryacademy.org.uk/special-educational-needs-and-disabilities/adaptive-teaching/
https://eastcoteprimaryacademy.org.uk/special-educational-needs-and-disabilities/adaptive-teaching/
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Analysis and next steps leading into conclusion(s) 
Through the process of working with the Action Research group, the lead researcher became 
interested in the following key questions: 
- What are the key areas the child needs to be successful in this subject? 
- What skills do the children need to be successful in this subject? 
- How can teaching best be adapted to enable learners to succeed? 

 
 

 
CONCLUSION 

Research aim/question 
How can teachers be supported to embed adaptive teaching for all learners?  
 
Conclusions 
- We found that narrowing down the project was important, as was gaining a good 

understanding of current school practice and teacher confidence. 
- Adaptive teaching is happening across the school; a key point for the school is now to find 

ways to share this practice, which includes establishing a central resource.    
- When considering adaptive teaching across all subjects, it is important to focus on the key 

skills that make a successful learner in reading, writing and maths.  
- Listening to the pupils’ voices has helped move this project forward. We want to continue to 

ensure that pupil voice drives our practice. 
 

Next Steps 
This project has helped reignite our curiosity, supporting us to think differently about the skills 
children need to access learning and how learning can be adapted in many different ways.  
 
Being open to sharing this has united us as a staff body; so that this practice can be celebrated 
and shared more widely, others in the academy have asked that, once complete, this research be 
disseminated. 
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Appendix 1 – Action Research Cycles 

Action 
Research 
Cycle 1 

Establish the 
research focus 

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

Study 1 Step 2: Review the research literature. 
 

Plan 1 

First Plan 
Step 3: Start the process of refining the research. 

Step 4: Decide what kind of direction you are going to take (direct or 
enquiry). 
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). 

 

Review 1 
Step 7: Review and Reflect. 

Step 8: Analyse the meaning of the data gathered.  

 

Action 
Research 
Cycle 2 

Study 2 Step 9: Review further literature if required. 

Plan 2 

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. 
Step 11: Decide what kind of action you are going to take (direct or 
enquiry). 

Step 12: Seek any further ethical permissions if needed (engage with 
ethics checklist). 

 

Do 2 Step 13: Implement the second plan – (either direct action or 
enquiry as action). 

 

Review 2 
Step 14:  Review and reflect. 

Step 15: Analyse the meaning of the data gathered. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 


