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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: The document concerns a case study conducted in a mainstream primary school focusing on
action research related to Inclusion and Special Educational Needs and Disability (ISEND). It emphasises
the role of continuing professional development, particularly through adaptive teaching practices, and
highlights the importance of enabling teachers to observe one another in the classroom.

Aims: The primary aim of the study is to develop and implement a whole-school approach to adaptive
teaching by facilitating collaborative observation among teachers. This environment is intended to
enhance inclusivity and teaching strategies for addressing the needs of students with special educational
needs and disabilities.

Methods: The research is structured around two action research cycles. The first cycle involves initial
planning, which includes refining the research question based on key literature in the field. Ethical
consent is obtained from participants for the anonymous publication of data. Subsequent steps include
executing the plan and conducting reviews based on findings from the implementation of the adaptive
teaching strategies.

Findings: The findings from the first action research cycle indicate that observing colleagues in a teaching
setting is a valuable strategy for professional development. This practice allows teachers to gain insights
into adaptive teaching methods and helps in refining their own approaches. The teachers found that
modelling, flexible groupings, scaffolding, peer mentoring and pre-teaching were particularly effective
strategies.

Implications: The study suggests that collaborative observation among teachers can serve as an effective
foundation for professional growth in implementing adaptive teaching strategies. Other educators may
find that facilitating peer observations fosters a culture of shared learning and potentially enhances their
capability to support students with varying educational needs.
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Inclusion, special educational needs and disabilities; adaptive teaching; teachers’ continuing professional
development (CPD); observation
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Action Research for Inclusion and Special Educational Needs and
Disability (ISEND): Case Study

Making time for teachers to observe one another teaching was a highly effective starting point for
developing whole school approaches to adaptive teaching (Mainstream, Primary).
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BACKGROUND INFORMATION

Type of setting Mainstream Primary School (ages 4-11)

Age range of pupils Whole school — Reception to Year 6

Roles of the Research School Special Educational Needs Co-ordinator (SENCO) and Year 5
Team (teaches ages 9-10) Class Teacher

ACTION RESEARCH CYCLES
Appendix 1 illustrates the Action Research Cycles

Ethical consent has been sought to publish this data anonymously.

SUMMARY
Research focus Peer observation, continuing professional development (CPD),
adaptive teaching, special educational needs and disability (SEND),
quality first teaching
Research question How does quality-first and adaptive teaching impact our children

with additional needs?

Overview/Key information | The focus of this project was not on individual children’s
progression, but rather on how teachers developed their
approaches to adaptive teaching.

Working with the senior leadership team, the school committed to
a continuing professional development (CPD) process of teachers
visiting one another's classrooms to observe adaptive teaching
strategies.
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Utilising reflective journals, teachers shared their observations and
discussed what they thought was most effective. Data from other
sources (i.e., OTrack data®, SEND Support Plan targeted cycles, pupil
progress meetings, and targeted intervention) were correlated with
observation notes and reflections to broaden and deepen
understanding about effective adaptive teaching strategies.

Having conducted two cycles of Action Research, the following key

findings emerged:

- Teachers benefited from drawing on research to inform and
shape their adaptive teaching practice.

- Accurate assessment of the children’s level of understanding
was an important foundation.

- Observing other teachers was an effective way to collaborate
and learn.

- Modelling?, flexible groupings?, scaffolding®, peer mentoring
and pre-teaching were all shown to be effective strategies.

- Teacher stressed the importance of children developing writing
skills.

- Positive impact of cross-curricular teaching, particularly in
maths.

- Encouraging children’s active engagement and autonomy is key.

- Strategies for developing children’s retrieval and memory were
important.

Teachers were more confident using adaptive teaching in the core
subjects (English, Maths and Science), rather than the foundation
subjects (i.e., Art and Design, Citizenship, Computing and
Information Technology (IT), Design and Technology, Languages,
Geography, History, Music and Physical Education).

Evidence-informed theory

Making time for teachers to observe one another teaching was a
highly effective starting point for developing whole school
approaches to adaptive teaching.

1 OTrack is online pupil progress tracking software.
2 Coker, G. (2024, March 19). EEF blog: Modelling mathematical thinking. Education Endowment Foundation.
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/news/eef-blog-modelling-mathematical-thinking

3 Aubin, G. (2023, June 13). EEF blog: Flexible grouping: what is it and why use it? Education Endowment
Foundation. https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/news/eef-blog-flexible-grouping-what-is-it-and-

why-use-it

4 Aubin, G. (2022, September 22). EEF blog: Scaffolding — more than just a worksheet. Education Endowment
Foundation. https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/news/scaffolding-more-than-just-a-worksheet
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RESEARCH TIMELINE

Nov Dec ‘ Jan ‘ Feb | March | April 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)

What is the impact of adaptive teaching on children with additional
needs?

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

Reference

Mould, K. (2021). Assess, adjust, adapt — what does adaptive
teaching mean to you? Education Endowment Foundation.
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/news/eef-blog-
assess-adjust-adapt-what-does-adaptive-teaching-mean-to-you

Key point(s) of note

Adaptive Teaching vs Differentiation

You must set a clear expectation that, with the appropriate support,
all pupils can achieve. This expectation should be communicated
through senior and middle leaders. Teachers must have the
opportunity to develop their knowledge, understanding and
application of adaptive teaching.

Previously, the term ‘differentiation’ was more commonly used to
refer to the ways teachers adapted teaching for different pupils.
The Early Career Framework has selected the phrase ‘adaptive
teaching’, moving away from the term ’differentiation’ altogether to
encourage teachers to provide focused support to children who are
not making progress, as opposed to creating a multitude of
differentiated resources.

Leaders will need to ensure that their school’s approach reflects the
latest and best evidence.

Some teachers may think ‘adapting’ refers to accommodating
different learning styles. Learning styles theory was popular in
education for some time, with many people believing that
individuals had a preferred learning style (e.g., auditory, visual,
kinaesthetic) and that pupils would learn better if taught in their
predominant style. However, this is not supported by evidence and
attempting to tailor lessons to learning styles is unlikely to be
beneficial.
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Reference

Willingham, D. T. (2021). Why Don't Students Like School?: A
Cognitive Scientist Answers Questions About How the Mind Works
and What It Means for the Classroom (2™ ed.). Jossey-Bass.

Key point(s) of note

Teachers need to ensure they are supporting and developing pupils’
attitudes towards challenge.

Reference

Coe, R., Alosisi, C., Higgins, S., & Major, E. L. (2014). What makes
great teaching?: Review of the underpinning research. Centre for
Evaluation and Monitoring, University of Durham & The Sutton
Trust. https://www.suttontrust.com/wp-
content/uploads/2014/10/What-Makes-Great-Teaching-

REPORT.pdf

Key point(s) of note

Pupils must be encouraged to persevere, even when they find work
challenging - it is this process that will help them learn. This can be
addressed at a whole-school level through culture and ethos. The
best place for pupils to learn about dealing with challenge is in their
lessons. The level of challenge in lessons should convey high
expectations; when pupils achieve high expectations, they are more
motivated to work harder and strive to achieve further success.

PLAN 1: Step 3

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

Revised research question

What is adaptive teaching, and how are we going to use it?

PLAN 1 and DO 1: Steps 4 and 6

Method 1 of data collection
A group of teachers engaged in collaborative observations.

Description of the research sample, timing, and location

Teachers participated in various collaborative lesson visits. This involved visits to one another’s
classrooms to observe the adaptive teaching strategies employed. Proformas were completed
and shared after each visit.

Method 2 of data collection
Evaluation and analysis of data over time.

Description of research sample, timing and location
Data analysis over time, utilising the following data sources: OTrack data®, SEND Support Plan
targeted cycles, pupil progress meetings, targeted intervention data.

Method 3 of data collection
Individual teacher reflective journals.

5 OTrack is online pupil progress tracking software.
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Description of research sample, timing and location

Ongoing process of teachers keeping a reflective journal — journal entries contributed to a final
presentation to school governors, executive Principal and head of school (rescheduled for
Autumn Term 2024).

Overview of Action Research Cycle 1

10.10.23

Led by the Principal, Senior Leaders engaged in training and guidance on Adaptive Teaching
and Action Research. The Training slides for leaders and teachers were made available in the
continuing professional development (CPD) folder on SharePoint.

10.10.23-31.10.23
Senior Leaders used the information from the Action Research project to inform the
Performance Management Goals for members of their team.

06.11.23

Introduction training is provided for all teachers. Senior Leaders and Phase Leaders led
their groups and agreed on the research process. The lead researcher provided guidance
and a reflection booklet in advance of this meeting.

07.11.23-02.02.24
Teachers engaged in research about their Adaptive Teaching focus and developed their
practice. All participants completed a reflective journal.

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

REVIEW 1: Step 7-8
Data Analysis: process

After the first cycle of colleague observations, phase teams met to discuss the impact of their
visits and what they noticed.

These discussions subsequently informed the next research phase - reflective journals were
utilised as a point of reference.

Phase team leaders fed back to Senior Leaders.

Summary of Findings
Research Question
What is adaptive teaching, and how are we going to use it?

The initial observations focused on the strategies currently employed to support children with
Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND). Observations showed the strategies were
having a significant impact on students.

Teachers found that the process of observation supported them in adapting their teaching to
meet the needs of different pupils. They found it useful:

- to share effective approaches for scaffolding new content and removing scaffolds over time;
- for promoting different forms of assessment (including specialist assessments linked to each
area of need), including children within lessons, to identify children who needed further

support.
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Teachers found the observations supported them in meeting individuals’ needs without creating

unnecessary workload.

- The observation process provided an opportunity to share information about useful, well-
designed resources (e.g., existing high-quality curricula and textbooks).

- Rather than planning different lessons for different groups or taking pupils out of classrooms
for interventions during lessons, teachers shared their approaches to intervening in the
moment.

Analysis and next steps leading into Action Research Cycle 2

Whole School Adaptive Teaching Research Project

Each Teacher focused on strategies based on research materials and continuing professional
development (CPD) that were provided.

Each teacher was able to choose a focus area to develop, e.g. SEND, Greater Depth, Literacy,
Numeracy, etc.

Teachers visited one another’s classrooms to review strategies, successes and barriers to learning.

Proformas were filled out, and the process was repeated using the assess, plan, do, review
framework.

Next Step(s): Action Research Cycle 2
Individual teachers conducted their research based on a handbook provided to staff.

ACTION RESEARCH CYCLE 2

KEY LITERATURE SHAPING THE RESEARCH (STUDY 2): Step 9
Reference No further literature was drawn upon

PLAN 2: Step 10

Revised research question | Following the 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
Teacher observation

Description of research sample, timing and location
Various collaborative lesson visits. Proformas filled out and shared after each visit.

Support colleagues to adapt their teaching to different pupil needs, by:

- Sharing effective approaches for scaffolding new content and removing scaffolds over time.

- Promoting different forms of assessment (including specialist assessments linked to each
area of need), including within lessons, to identify pupils who need further support.

- Promoting use of well-designed resources (e.g. existing high-quality curricula and textbooks).
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- Sharing effective approaches for intervening in lessons with individuals and small groups
rather than planning different lessons for different groups of pupils or taking pupils out of
classrooms for interventions during lessons.

Method of data collection
Evaluation and analysis of data over time.

Description of research sample, timing and location
Data analysis over time — Otrack data, SEND Support Plan targeted cycles. Pupil progress meetings,
targeted interventions, and recording of progress.

PLAN 2: Step 12
Ethical consent was sought from each participant to publish this data anonymously.

REVIEW 2: Steps 14-15
Data Analysis: process
Teachers met to discuss the outcomes of the second cycle.

Presentations to senior leaders and key findings were analysed and reflected upon.
Senior leaders visited classrooms and reviewed progress in collaboration with teachers.
Barriers to transferring adaptations across other subjects were highlighted.

Summary of Findings

Action Research Cycle 2 Research Question
What is adaptive teaching, and how are we going to use it?

Key Themes

1) Use of Research to Inform Practice

The teachers all utilised research to shape teaching strategies. The focus is on using research to
reflect on practice, make informed decisions, and improve teaching and learning across subjects.

2) Assessment and Adaptation

Teachers emphasised the importance of utilising diagnostic assessment and Assessment for
Learning to inform grouping, scaffold learning, and provide targeted interventions. This is used to
adapt teaching practices to meet students' needs effectively.

3) Collaboration and Peer Support

Teachers emphasise the importance of collaboration among teachers, peer reviews, and
mentoring as essential for professional growth. These initiatives foster reflective practice and
professional development, helping teachers become aware of things they might not have noticed
and improve pedagogical approaches.

4) Use of Scaffolding and Modelling

Teachers focus on providing scaffolding, explicit modelling, and targeted strategies to guide
students. This includes flexible groupings, peer mentoring, and pre-teaching to address
misconceptions, helping students achieve better outcomes.

5) Focus on Handwriting and Writing Skills
Teachers emphasised the importance of children developing writing skills, including handwriting
and letter formation, as well as more complex skills such as writing with purpose, resilience, and
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challenge. The link between physical skills, such as gross motor development and writing has been
of interest and explored.

6) Mathematics and Cross-Curricular Learning

Teachers demonstrated the impact of this research, particularly in the context of mathematics.
Their approaches have influenced cross-curricular teaching, improved outcomes through
reflective practice and research-based methods.

7) Inclusive Practice and Pupil Autonomy

Teachers focus on strategies to enhance inclusive practice, giving all pupils the chance to
participate actively. This includes using tools like mini whiteboards, retrieval strategies, and
encouraging students to take ownership of their learning through autonomy.

8) Retrieval Practice and Memory

Specifically addressing retrieval practice, investigating optimal timing and strategies for revisiting
prior knowledge. The research emphasises the importance of ‘desirable difficulty’ to enhance
memory retention and stretch pupils without overwhelming them.

Analysis and next steps leading into conclusion(s)
Each teacher demonstrated different areas of expertise and strength.

Some teachers leaned towards subjects they felt most comfortable with, such as maths. Some
teachers stated that it was easier to analyse specific skills in this subject, for example, flexible
groupings.

Some teachers found it more challenging to implement adaptive teaching strategies in foundation
subjects, which may be due to a lack of knowledge and confidence, e.g. in music and art.

CONCLUSION
Research aim/question
What is adaptive teaching, and how are we going to use it at?

Conclusion(s)
Adaptive teaching strategies were successful in core subjects (English, Maths, and Science);
teachers felt more confident in core subjects than in foundation subjects.

Regarding children identified as having SEND, differentiation and adaptation of task design are
necessary to promote a level of independence, enabling children to experience success at their
level.

Additional scaffolds can be used to support children with SEND needs, as well as additional
teacher modelling and repetition of concepts.

Next Steps
Continue to revise curriculum overviews and medium-term planning from subject leaders.

A focus on teacher resources and guides to support teacher knowledge.

Support with visual representations of student outcomes and scaffolding for students, which
supports adaptive teaching and student independence.
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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 Plan 1 Step 4: Decide what kind of direction you are going to take (direct or
Research enquiry).
Cycle 1 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 quiry)
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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