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Abstract

Context: This study addresses the systemic issue of racial bias in the identification of children with Special Educational
Needs and Disabilities (SEND), focusing particularly on the labelling of those with Social Emotional Mental Health (SEMH)
or Moderate Learning Disabilities (MLD). Conducted in a mainstream setting at a Further Education College, the research
highlights the complexities involved in addressing these biases.

Aims: The primary aim of the research is to better understand and mitigate the impact of racial bias on the identification
and labelling of children in the SEND category. The study seeks to refine existing methodologies and develop actionable
strategies that respond to the nuanced challenges faced by educators in this domain.

Methods: The research utilised an action research framework, structured into two cycles. The first cycle involved a
thorough planning phase that included the review of key literature shaping the research inquiry. Ethical consent was
obtained from all participants, ensuring anonymity throughout the process. The study involved iterative cycles of planning,
action, observation, and reflection, allowing for continuous refinement of the research question and methodology.

Findings: The findings from the action research cycles indicate that racial bias affects the identification processes for
children with SEND. The data suggests a need for comprehensive approaches that incorporate diverse perspectives and
engage participants actively in the research process. Anonymity and ethical considerations were maintained throughout,
fostering an environment conducive to open and meaningful dialogue.

Implications: The findings of the study highlight the necessity for educators to remain vigilant and reflective concerning
their practices around SEND identification. Understanding how racial bias manifests in educational settings may provide
insights into developing more equitable practices. Other educators might learn from the iterative nature of the action

research cycles, which allow for ongoing improvement and responsiveness to the needs of diverse student populations.
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Action Research for Inclusion and Special Educational Needs and Disability (ISEND): Case
Study

The identification of children with SEND can be subject to racial bias; particular attention needs to be paid to the
labelling of children with social emotional mental health (SEMH) or moderate learning disabilities (MLD). Addressing
racial bias in SEND will require the implementation of a range of approaches
(Further Education College, Mainstream).
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BACKGROUND INFORMATION

Type of setting Further Education College

Age range of pupils Learners aged 16-19

Roles of the Research Jason Selormey

Team Specialist Engagement Practitioner — attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD)

ACTION RESEARCH CYCLES
Appendix 1 shows the Action Research Cycles

Ethical consent has been sought to publish this data anonymously.

SUMMARY
Research focus Race, ethnicity, special educational needs and disabilities (SEND)
Research question From an intersectional perspective, how do we support learners with SEND?
Overview/Key information Phase 1 — comprised of two focus groups, which addressed the relationship between

race and SEND.

Phase 2 — comprised of a review of college processes and policies. This involved
looking at the referral processes for learning support at the college to see if they
discussed intersectionality.

Overview of Findings
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- The current description of subjective SEND types, such as social emotional
mental health (SEMH) or moderate learning disabilities (MLDs), can be subject
to racial bias.

- Leadership needs to include diversity. This can support engagement with
learners of colour and identifying policy blind spots in SEND and more broadly.

- Building trust supports the engagement of learners from marginalised groups
with SEND.

- Cultural competence?® and anti-racism training is recommended.

- Intersectionality should inform all aspects of support — learners’ behaviour is
informed by their experiences. This needs to be considered in all SEND
processes.

- Differing cultural views and understanding of SEND must be considered.

- Staff need adequate time and support at work to address the intersection of
SEND and race.

Evidence-informed theory | The identification of children with SEND can be subject to racial bias; particular
attention needs to be paid to the labelling of children with social emotional mental
health (SEMH) or moderate learning disabilities (MLD). Addressing racial bias in
SEND will require the implementation of a range of approaches.

RESEARCH TIMELINE

Sep Oct | Nov | Dec Jan Feb Mar Apr May | June | July
Action Action Research Cycle Step6: Do 1
Research 1 Steps 7-8: Review 1 Share and disseminate the
Cycle 1 Step 2: Study research (anonymised) with other
Steps 3-5: Plan 1 Action Research Cycle 2 interested parties.
Step 1: Step 9: Study 2
Establish Steps 10-12: Plan 2
the Step 13: Do 2
research Step 14-15: Review 2
focus

ACTION RESEARCH CYCLE 1
RESEARCH FOCUS: Step 1

Initial research interest Is there a relationship between SEND identification, race and ethnicity?
aim/question (Step 1)

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

References Barks, R., Bush, A., & Baker, P. et al. (2007). Challenging behaviour: a unified
approach: Clinical and service guidelines for supporting people with learning
disabilities who are at risk of receiving abusive or restrictive practices. Royal College
of Psychiatrists, British Psychological Society and Royal College of Speech and

! For more information about cultural competence see:
Stanyon, M., Shikama, Y., & Otani, K. (2021). When | say ... cultural competence. Medical Education, 55(5), 556—-557.
https://doi.org/10.1111/medu.14439
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Language Therapists. https://www.rcpsych.ac.uk/docs/default-source/improving-
care/better-mh-policy/college-reports/college-report-cri44.pdf

Condliffe, E. (2023). ‘Out of Sight, Out of Mind’: An Interpretative Phenomenological
Analysis of Young People’s Experience of Isolation Rooms/Booths in UK mainstream
Secondary Schools. Emotional and Behavioural Difficulties, 28(2—-3), 129-144.
doi:10.1080/13632752.2023.2233193

Deninger, M. (2008). Disproportionality: A Look at Special Education and Race in the
Commonwealth. Office of Strategic Planning, Research, and Evaluation.
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED508412.pdf

Department for Education (2024). Special Educational Needs in England: latest data.
https://explore-education-statistics.service.qov.uk/find-statistics/special-
educational-needs-in-england

Department for Health and Social Care & Department for Education (2019).
Reducing the Need for Restraint and Restrictive Intervention: Children and young
people with learning disabilities, autistic spectrum conditions and mental health
difficulties in health and social care services and special education settings.
https.//assets.publishing.service.qov.uk/media/5d1387e240f0b6350elab567/reduci
ng-the-need-for-restraint-and-restrictive-intervention.pdf

Murrary, S. (2021). Restraint and Seclusion of Children with Additional Needs in
Schools. Northern Ireland Assembly.
https://www.niassembly.gov.uk/globalassets/documents/raise/publications/2017-
2022/2021/education/1221.pdf

Pasia, D. (2022). Are students in the UK also affected by the “Model Minority” Myth?
Holloway Express. https://hollowayexpress.org.uk/are-students-in-the-uk-also-
affected-by-the-model-minority-myth/

Puxon, G. (2011). A history of racism against Travellers and Gypsies. Socialist Worker
https://socialistworker.co.uk/features/a-history-of-racism-against-travellers-and-

gypsies/

Strand, S., & Lindorff, A. (2021). Ethnic Disproportionality in the Identification of
High-Incidence Special Educational Needs: A National Longitudinal Study Ages 5 to
11. Exceptional Children, 87(3), 344—368. doi:10.1177/0014402921990895

Wenman, L. (2022). Conditional Whiteness of Gypsies, Roma and Travellers.
Runnymede. https://www.runnymedetrust.org/blog/conditional-whiteness-of-
gypsies-roma-and-travellers

Key point(s) of note

- Interesting trends in SEND statistics — Black Caribbean and Traveller Groups are
the highest represented overall in terms of SEND needs. British Indian and
Chinese have the lowest representation.

- Black Caribbean and Mixed Caribbean are the lowest achieving in Education,
even when accounting for socio-economic status.

- Black pupils are overrepresented in SEND statistics where judgment is the
criterion and not biological or physical disabilities.
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- Overrepresentation could come from poor interpretation of ethnic or cultural
differences — teacher racism, low expectations and poor behaviour
management. Low levels of cultural proficiency.

- There is a link between SEND representation and socioeconomic status.

- Some institutions may not want to report SEND statistics for people of colour
due to overrepresentation.

- There might also be low awareness of SEND provision, stigmatisation within the
community, linguistic and cultural barriers, and an inability to meet the needs of
pupils. Parents may have biases about SEND.

- “Immigrant paradigm” - immigrants see education as a way out of poverty.

- Could differentiate between voluntary and involuntary migrants.

- Challenging behaviour may be a signal of a sensory issue, medication or previous
trauma.

- Zero tolerance policies in schools.

- The model minority myth could result in people of Asian heritage not being able
to access mental health services due to the perception of being self-sufficient.

- Hierarchy of groups dating back to colonialism.

- The model minority myth puts groups together and allows governments to
legitimise practices that enable systemic racism.

- 63% of those in the Criminal Justice System have SEND.

- Gypsy, Roma, Traveller people face conditional whiteness — have the worst
outcomes in education, makes it difficult to legislate for them.

- May be linked more with poverty or deprivation than SEND?

- Lack of universality when creating criteria for SEND identification.

- Link with speech, language, and communication needs (SLCN) and trauma/brain
development.

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

Revised research question | At this stage, no revisions to the original research question were needed.

PLAN 1 and DO 1: Steps 4 and 6

Methods of data collection
2 Semi-structured Focus Groups.

Description of research sample, timing and location

2 semi-structured focus group discussions (1 hour and 30 mins in length) with four members of staff (2 in each
group) who work with learners either currently or previously identified as having SEND. The focus group was
facilitated by the Specialist Engagement Practitioner (hereafter referred to as the ‘lead researcher’). The focus
groups were recorded, and findings were shared with the college’s Director of Inclusive Practice.

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

REVIEW 1: Step 7-8

Data Analysis: process
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After completing the focus groups, the lead researcher listened to the interviews and made notes about what
featured in both conversations. The lead researcher also noted some of the overall and recurring themes across
both focus groups.

Summary of Findings

Research Question
Is there a relationship between SEND identification, race and ethnicity?

When focused on SEND identification, race and ethnicity, the SEND statistics and literature reveal a complex picture
of over- and under-identification of SEND. Socio-economic status, the histories of these groups and attitudes
towards them from professions create a dichotomy. It appears there could be a link between how wealthy different
groups are and how likely they are to engage with SEND systems, but this is also coupled with what members of
these groups have historically experienced within the UK. The groups that have oppressive histories in terms of
racism, persecution and poor lifestyle metrics appear to be overrepresented in SEND statistics.

Focus Group Themes
Themes identified from the focus group discussions are presented below.

The SEND System

- Professionals within the system may hold views that are racist; this could impact the identification of SEND, i.e.
black Caribbean groups being more likely to be characterised as violent, so may be more represented in those
with social emotional mental health needs (SEMH).

- For people of colour and marginalised groups, there is a lack of trust in all systems due to histories of
oppression in the UK. Families may not want to subject their children to this and instead may support them in
the home.

- There are several recent reports into institutional racism in different organisations - questions should be asked
about possible biases in the SEND system.

- Some of the language around SEND identification is too open to biases.

- Funding for SEND provision is linked to the wealth of the area; historically, that means people of colour in the
UK will be adversely affected.

Representation and Leadership

- Diverse staff are vital. Learners and staff need to see themselves in leadership, which is vital when it comes to
engaging in SEND and other systems more broadly.

- Diverse staff allow leadership to see blind spots in policies, which could alleviate mistakes in SEND policy.

- Equality, diversity and inclusion and SEND are interlinked — if you want to be serious about equity, you must put
it into policy. Appealing to the morality of people is not enough.

- Management styles affect people; if you want diverse staff, you also need diverse management styles that
consider trauma and shame responses.

Demands on staff

- Diverse staff are beneficial as they may allow for more training about things that affect marginalised groups,
but it is vital that they are compensated for this, as this could lead to exploitation and the retraumatising of self
for no gain.

- For staff of colour, navigating a workplace that has been historically oppressive can be draining. It is difficult to
be yourself, as historically this has been shunned.

- Staff may find it difficult to engage with learners with SEND and other protected characteristics due to being
overworked. This leads to compassion fatigue.

- You cannot ask diverse staff to champion equality, diversity, and inclusion — it needs to be a whole school
culture and to keep leadership accountable. It is not a side issue.

- Staff find it difficult to connect with their job wholeheartedly and prioritise themselves in terms of their
wellbeing.
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Staff Training

- Cultural awareness training may be beneficial to avoid stereotyping when it comes to SEND practitioners.
However, there are some doubts about the effectiveness of this training.

- Staff may find it difficult to intervene with issues of racism due to a lack of confidence.

- Training could be used to help staff understand the link between SEND and race.

Intersectionality

- White members of staff can find it easier to remove themselves from discussions of SEND and race due to not
having to live the experience of being a person of colour and/or someone with a disability.

- People of colour may have an awareness of how systems affect their experiences and quality of life. They are
linked with interpersonal issues.

- Difficulties taking action over SEND and with anti-racism. Seemingly, the latter is more difficult to implement.

- Holidays that celebrate marginalised groups are implemented, but not many discussions about the plight of
those groups from an intersectional perspective.

- Learners' behaviours are affected by systems; there must be more understanding of this, and it should inform
the referral process.

- Beingin the SEND community does not alleviate you from experiencing racial abuse at a personal and systemic
level.

Experiences of People in Marginalised Groups

- If you are extremely talented, you may be able to circumvent prejudice, but you will still experience racism.
This may have to be tolerated, which means poor well-being outcomes but high levels of social mobility due to
not being isolated.

- Support may be more intergenerational due to trust in the family unit.

- SEND practitioners need to exercise patience and awareness when discussing SEND with people of colour and
immigrants; this has not always been the case.

- Different groups may be more likely to become isolated, so it might be harder to engage with SEND and
education. There needs to be a more flexible approach which includes more community outreach.

Culture

- Staff retention is vital in maintaining culture.

- There is no uniform, organisational reference to anti-racism.

- Staff and learners want more spaces where they can articulate themselves freely.

- Staff question whether all learners feel included at college.

- If you feel like you may be penalised, it is difficult to stand up for what you believe in.

- Futility felt by staff. Things are highlighted, not actioned and then disappear. Staff feel deflated.

Analysis and next steps leading into Action Research Cycle 2

Literature and the focus group data suggest that there is a link between SEND ldentification, race and ethnicity.
There is the possibility for bias in both SEND professionals and the SEND criteria. An example of this is the
prevalence of Black and Traveller groups in SEND categories that are more based on subjective criteria for
identification.

There is also a socioeconomic link, with the groups with the highest SEND representation also being among the
poorest.

It is important to consider the histories of oppression and attitudes formed from colonial Britain in the
understanding of SEND and learners from different backgrounds.

Within marginalised groups, there must be a level of trust built that the systems intended to help learners with
SEND are beneficial. Training to help with understanding different cultures may be helpful but it is important to
consider the effectiveness of this. EDI should not be considered a side issue but a core part of the culture of the
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organisation. Having staff of colour and from marginalised groups in leadership positions helps to identify blind
spots and for learners of colour to have points of representation.

Overall, the culture of the college or organisation should be reflexive, fully inclusive and understanding of how
systemic issues may cause different behaviours.

Next Step(s): Action Research Cycle 2
The next part of the cycle was a review of current referral processes to SEND support at the college to see if
intersectionality is considered.

ACTION RESEARCH CYCLE 2

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

Reference

Asare, J. G. (2022). What people misunderstand about anti-racism training. Forbes.
https://www.forbes.com/sites/janicegassam/2022/01/04/what-people-
misunderstand-about-anti-racism-training/

Devarakonda, C. (2022). SEND: Looking through an intersectionality lens. BERA.
https://www.bera.ac.uk/blog/send-looking-through-an-intersectionality-lens

Akinde, F., & Felton, | (Host), 2024, February 14). Intersectionality between race and
SEND (Season 3, Episode 3) [Audio podcast episode]. In The SEND Network.
https://send-network.co.uk/posts/episode-three-intersectionality-between-race-
and-send-with-frances-akinde

Govere, L., & Govere, E. M. (2016). How Effective is Cultural Competence Training of
Healthcare Providers on Improving Patient Satisfaction of Minority Groups? A
Systematic Review of Literature. Worldviews on evidence-based nursing, 13(6), 402—
410. https://doi.org/10.1111/wvn.12176

Nnalue, C., & Mahmud, A. (2024). The experiences of Black African parents on
partnership: Working with education professionals in the English special education
needs and disability system. Equity in Education & Society, 0(0).
https://doi.org/10.1177/27526461241248194

Key point(s) of note

- Vital to look at learners through an intersectional lens. Look at their strengths,
but also consider what they have experienced.

- Black learners and learners who don’t speak the majority language are more
likely to be categorised as having SEND needs due to biases.

- Assessments need to be robust and be done through an intersectional lens.

- Communication barriers should be considered when contacting parents.

- SEND professionals need to understand the power held in their interactions with
parents so it is vital to build trust and understand the cultural context of the
parents’/carers’ background.

- Cultural competence is vital to work with and support parents effectively.

- Training around cultural competence and communication can be effective and
should be considered.

- Local authorities should consider how accessible their services are for minorities.

- The SEND system in England emphasises engagement with professionals before
services and support can be accessed, creating additional barriers for some
marginalised groups.

- It should be considered that people from minority groups have their own cultures
even within the continents and countries they originate from.
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- Anti-racism training needs to address the root causes of racism. This will support
the process of creating a culture around being anti-racist and help to retain staff
of colour.

- Commonly, black Caribbean learners’ underlying issues are ignored and SEMH
issues emphasised.

- Failure to understand behaviour as a response to something.

- Neurotypical leadership and culture may mean that less is taken into
consideration when discussing people who are neurodivergent.

- Learners may mask needs, and so further work is needed to identify appropriate
support.

- Leaders need to understand intersectionality, otherwise it will not be considered.

PLAN 2: Step 10

Revised research question | Is intersectionality considered in SEND referrals within the college?

PLAN 2 and DO 2: Steps 11 and 13

Methods of data collection

Review of college policies and referral processes.

Description of research sample, timing and location

In this part of the project, the lead researcher reviewed the existing referral processes for every part of the college's
SEND provision. This includes Mental Health, ADHD, Autism, Specific learning disabilities (SpLD), Deaf/deaf, and Vision
Impairment. The review focused on identifying whether intersectional experiences are considered in the college
processes and policies.

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

REVIEW 2: Steps 14-15

Data Analysis: process

Following on from the focus groups, the lead researcher:

- undertook a review of the referral paperwork for each of the SEND support provisions in the college. The focus
of this review was on evidence of awareness of intersectionality.

- spoke with key practitioners involved in SEND support.

Summary of Findings

Action Research Cycle 2 Research Question
Is intersectionality considered in SEND referrals within the college?

Findings include the following:

- Unless explicitly stated, it was difficult to engage with learners' experiences from an intersectional perspective.

- Discussions about intersectionality are firmly dependent on the relationship between the practitioners and the
learner. This is also dependent on whether the practitioner is from a similar background to the learner.

- Forintersectionality to be considered, it is vital first to be aware that it exists and that different learners are
treated differently along the lines of race, gender, ability level, etc. This comes from leadership.

- Staff need to be trained about intersectionality — vital to consider as it should inform support.

- Learners' behaviour should be understood from an intersectional perspective. For example, experiences of
racism can cause post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD).

- Cultural competence is of the utmost importance, as is anti-racism training.

- Relationships and trust must be built with parents from diverse backgrounds, as attitudes towards SEND may
vary.
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Analysis and next steps

Overall, intersectionality was not considered explicitly when it comes to referrals, but it is something that should be
considered as it informs the behaviours of learners. Training around cultural competence, anti-racism and
intersectionality should all be considered as people from diverse backgrounds may have different relationships to
SEND and need a tailored approach. This should be championed and emphasised by leadership.

CONCLUSION

Research aim/question

Is intersectionality considered in SEND referrals within the college?

To conclude, it is important to consider the relationship between SEND, race and ethnicity. Organisations should try
to embed awareness of intersectionality into all their processes, in SEND provision and more broadly, to build
equitable practice. Trust, cultural competence and anti-racist practice should also be the bedrock of all processes to
ensure that marginalised communities have access to support as well as understanding of their previous
experiences. This will also allow the parents of learners from marginalised communities to feel as though the
establishment has their children’s best interests at heart. Leadership should also make sure staff feel they have the
emotional capacity to conduct intersectional work, as they too can experience secondary trauma; this can be
supported by having staff members designated to an equality, diversity and inclusion role.

Next Steps

- Meet with the Director of Faculty to present the research findings.

- Present research findings to every staff member in the learning support team.

- Work with the director of faculty to develop whole college training about the intersection of SEND and race.
- Present research at the BAMEed SEND Conference?, The role of ethnicity in SEND?.

Appendix 1 — Action Research Cycles

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

Study 1 Step 2: Review the research literature.

First Plan

Step 3: Start the process of refining the research.

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

Plan 2 Second Plan

2 Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic Educators (BAMEed SEND) (2024). https://www.bameednetwork.com/regional-
network/bameed-send/

3 Selormey, J. (2025). The role of ethnicity in SEND: nasen Action Research. BAMEed SEND Conference.
https://vimeo.com/1063308877/e627582fd1?share=copy
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Action

Research

Cycle 2

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).

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.
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