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Abstract

This paper casts light on how inclusive education is articulated, portrayed, and oper-
ationalised, and the underlying ideological positions represented, through a compari-
son of policy in Scotland and Northern Ireland, highlighting challenges, tensions, and
dilemmas. It constitutes a critical analysis of policy using Bacchi’s ‘What’s the problem
represented to be?’ framework to interrogate policy recommendations of three key
policy documents chosen because of their currency and relevance in each of the two
nations. The findings reveal that, across both nations, there is significant disparity be-
tween policy intent and policy implementation. A series of highly critical reviews and
inquiries highlight serious deficiencies in provision: in Scotland, highlighting issues
such as the lack of visibility, voice and representation of children and young people
and those who support them; in Northern Ireland, calling for a broadening of the cur-
rent conceptualisation of inclusion beyond special educational needs to all learners at

risk of exclusion.
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How inclusive education is understood globally is highly contested. For Slee
(2018a), it is rooted in customs, traditions, and practices and therefore so-
cio-culturally and historically situated, located within geopolitical and cultur-
al contexts (Mowat, 2022; Mowat & Beck, 2023). Honkasilta and Koutsoklenis
(2024) share this perspective, noting that “Regardless of globally shared en-
deavours, the trajectories of inclusion in education, including both advances
and barriers, have understandably taken varying historically, culturally, struc-
turally, and politically engrained forms among nations.” (p.1).

For some, the lack of a shared understanding of inclusive education is seen
as residing within the contradictory interests and intentions within public pol-
icy (Anderson et al., 2020). Others position it in relation to paradigmatic wars
(Kinsella, 2018; Mowat, 2022). In a critical systematic review of global inclusive
education (Hernandez-Saca et al., 2023), an extensive range of understand-
ings of what inclusive education constitutes emerge with many studies posi-
tioning it as “a socio-political construct emerging from human rights move-
ments” (p. 8). Chiming with this, Honkasilta and Koutsoklenis (2024) forward
an all-embracing conceptualisation of inclusion in education! which aims “to
guarantee, secure, and promote the equality and equity of all people by remov-
ing barriers to learning and social participation” (p.1). They attest that research
needs to focus on “the variety of intersecting issues” that pose such a barrier
(p-3), therefore addressing discrimination, marginalisation and prejudice.

However, it has been argued that it is this very breadth and ambiguity of defi-
nition which compounds the problem, leading to tensions within the system
(Conn, 2025; Norwich, 2024). An empbhasis on ‘all; arising from a focus on struc-
tural inequalities, can lead to a “de-centering of individual subjectivities” (Conn,
2025, p. 170) o1, to put it more simply, “it distances inclusive education from the
specific circumstances of disability and difficulties,” having a homogenising effect
and leading potentially to the invisibility of learners so affected (Norwich, 2024,
pp- 4-5). Slee (2018b) talks of attempts to silence inclusive education through the
colonisation of its language, arguing that the “structures and cultures of school-
ing reinforce privilege and exacerbate disadvantage” (p.11). Rix (2024) observes

1 Their preferred terminology.
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that the quest for certainty has led to the creation of bounded systems with the
function and position of individuals proscribed by the system. All of the above
draw attention to the importance of seeking to explore these tensions and dilem-
mas through interrogation of policy across nations and how it unfolds in practice.
Closer to home, Knight et al. (2023), in a critical policy analysis of the articula-
tion and portrayal of inclusive education policy across the four nations that con-
stitute the United Kingdom, identify significant divergence in the articulation and
portrayal of inclusive education policy within and across the four nations. They
raise issues around the enactment and implementation of policy from a practi-
tioner perspective and around comparability for researchers across the nations,
particularly pertaining to issues of equity and injustice. Building on Knight et al.,
this paper, through a critical analysis of policy and reviews of policy, compares
and contrasts the underlying ideological underpinnings of inclusive education
policy and how it is articulated and portrayed in Scotland and Northern Ireland.
In the process, it explores commonalities and differences, challenges, tensions
and dilemmas in public policy and its enactment, relating this to current research
in the field. It draws upon elements of Bacchi’s ‘What's the problem represented
to be? framework (see discussion to follow) to critically analyse inclusive educa-
tion policy in Scotland and Northern Ireland: how the problem is represented, the
presuppositions and underlying assumptions of policy, and the effects produced
by such an understanding of the problem. It constitutes a sub-set of an extended
study being carried out across the four nations of the UK, with the addition of
Ireland, emanating from the initial UK-focused study of Knight et al. (2023).

The Context

Arising from legislation of the UK Government (the Scotland, Wales and North-
ern Ireland Acts of 1998 (subsequently amended)), executive and legislative
powers were devolved to the Scottish and Welsh parliaments and the Northern
Ireland Assembly, taking different forms and illustrative of varying degrees of
power (UK Parliament, 2024). Amongst devolved powers are education and
the health service which means that policy in these areas is distinctive across
the four nations which constitute the UK.

The Scottish Education System
By tradition, the Scottish Education system has had a liberal bent which is

closely tied in with its sense of identity or ‘Scottishness’ (Paterson & Scottish
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Election, 2001), although Paterson (2024) later argues that, in keeping with UK-
wide trends, there has been a shift towards neo-liberal values. Maintaining the
distinctiveness of Scottish education is a strong driving force in public policy.
The vast majority of children attend their local school. Secondary education in
Scotland is delivered by local authorities through state-funded comprehensive
schooling?, with a relatively modest private sector disproportionally located in
the City of Edinburgh (Humes, 2023). In 2024, in addition to seven grant-aided
special schools, there were 107 special schools in Scotland under local author-
ity control, inclusive of special units attached to mainstream schools, attend-
ed by 8,002 pupils, accounting for 1.14% of the school population (Scottish
Government, 2024b). Scotland has rejected the advance of multiple forms of
schooling in England and the Teach First route into the profession, having a
fully qualified graduate teaching force registered through the General Teaching
Council for Scotland (GTcCs). However, the supposed uniformity of the system
belies significant inequalities, not only between schools but within school
populations (Humes, 2023), which the Scottish Attainment Challenge® seeks
to address.

Key Legislation relevant to Additional Support Needs

The Education (Additional Support for Learning) (Scotland) Act 2004) (as
amended) (Scottish Government, 2009) and the subsequent Code of Practice
(Scottish Government, 2017) form the backbone of policy in Scotland in this
realm. The Education (Scotland) Act 2016 grants the same rights to children
aged 12 or over (who have the capacity or wish to do so) as adults, with the ex-
ception of being a party to mediation services and placing requests for schools
(“Education (Scotland) Act 2016,” 2016). Additional Support for Learning is de-
fined in the following manner (Scottish Government, 2017):

A child or young person has additional support needs for the purposes
of this Act where, for whatever reason, the child or young person is, or is
likely to be, unable without the provision of additional support to benefit
from school education provided or to be provided for the child or young
person.

Chapter 2:11

2 With the exception of one grant-funded school.
3 https://www.gov.scot/publications/fairer-scotland-duty-assessment-scottish-attain-
ment-challenge-2022-2023-2025-2026/
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Children who are looked after are also deemed to have Additional Support
Needs (ASN) unless the local authority considers this not to be the case (Scot-
tish Government, 2017). A key aspect of this definition is that it focuses on
the additional support that may be required to enable a child or young per-
son to benefit from education rather than focusing on perceived impairments
or difficulties. These additional supports are wide ranging and include cir-
cumstances which may be temporary (e.g., support for bereavement) or per-
manent in nature. However, this is countered by the Act setting out a set of
circumstances (e.g., motor or sensory impairments) under which a child or
young person may be deemed to have ASN (Scottish Executive Education De-
partment, 2004).

ASN are considered to arise as a consequence of a range of aspects, some
related to the learning environment, some to family circumstances, and others
more specific to the child or young person (Morgan, 2020). The Act is under-
pinned by legislation relating to the presumption of mainstreaming (Scottish
Executive Education Department, 2000) which sets out the duties of local au-
thorities to provide education within a mainstream setting other than three ex-
ceptional clauses. In 2023, around 2% of pupils identified with ASN attending
mainstream primary and secondary schools had no contact with mainstream
classes (Scottish Government, 2024b).

Under the national practice model, Getting it Right for Every Child (GIRFEC),
a staged-intervention, multi-agency approach, children and young people with
less complex ASN are supported by an Individualised Educational Programme
(1EP) whilst those with more complex needs are supported by a Co-ordinated
Support Plan (csp) with multi-agency input. However, of the 37% of pupils who
were identified as having an Additional Support Need (ASN) in 2023, only 0.5%
had a Co-ordinated Support Plan (csp) (Scottish Government, 2024b) and
those in receipt of them were more likely to live in advantaged circumstances
(Riddell & Carmichael, zo19). Riddell and Carmichael (2019) draw attention to
the conflict in discourse between the needs/wellbeing agenda enshrined with-
in the AsL legislation and GIRFEC, and the rights agenda enshrined within the
Education (Scotland) Act 2016, subsequently reinforced through the ratification
of the UNCRC in Scottish law in July 2024.

The Northern Ireland Education System
The Northern Ireland education system is highly complex in structure and re-

flects centuries of community tension and conflict. The school population is
relatively small, totaling 356,415 pupils in 1,116 schools (DE/NISRA, 2024). More
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than 25 years after the signing of the Belfast (Good Friday) Agreement in 1998,
the majority of children still attend schools with other children from the same
single-identity community (predominantly Catholic or Protestant), although a
recent report (Gallagher, 2024) has highlighted an increasing number of pupils
now identifying as ‘other’ (neither Protestant nor Catholic), particularly within
the state/controlled (largely Protestant) sector. A small minority of children
(around 27,000) attend formally ‘integrated’ schools.

Two other features of the Northern Ireland education system are worthy of
note: firstly, the enduring practice of unregulated academic selection by test-
ing the majority (around 16,000) of year 7 pupils each autumn to determine
admissions to grammar schools (see Hughes & Loader, 2022), and, secondly,
the rapid growth of the Irish-medium Education sector which now attracts
around 7,400 pupils (DE/NISRA, 2024).

Key Legislation and Policy Relevant to Special Educational Needs

The most recent figures (DE/NISRA, 2024) reveal that there are currently
68,240 pupils in Northern Ireland with special educational needs (SEN). This
constitutes 19.2% of the school population. A total of 26,964 pupils (or 7.6%
of the school population) have a statement of special educational needs, en-
titling the child to statutory support. While the majority of children with SEN
are educated in mainstream schools, 7,192 attend one of 39 special schools,
catering predominantly for those with severe learning difficulties (SLD) or pro-
found and multiple learning difficulties (PMLD).

The key legislation relating to children with SEN dates back to the Education
(Northern Ireland) Order 1996, amended by the Special Educational Needs and
Disability (Northern Ireland) Order 2005 and the Special Educational Needs
and Disability Act (Northern Ireland) 2016.

Clause 3 of the Education (Northern Ireland) Order 1996 provides the key
definition, stating that “a child has ‘special educational needs’ if he has a learn-
ing difficulty which calls for special educational provision to be made for him’,
adding that “a child has a ‘learning difficulty’ if he has a significantly greater
difficulty in learning than the majority of children of his age” or has a disability
which prevents him from making use of educational facilities.

Special educational provision is further defined in the 1996 Order as “edu-
cational provision which is additional to, or otherwise different from, the edu-
cational provision made generally for children of his age in ordinary schools”.
The subsequent Code of Practice on the Identification and Assessment of Spe-
cial Educational Needs (DEN1, 1998) set out in detail the five-stage approach to
the identification and assessment of need, culminating (where necessary) in a
statutory assessment process and the issuing of a formal statement of special
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educational needs. Among its five key principles, the Code also sets out the
presumption of mainstreaming as follows:

The needs of most pupils will be met in mainstream schools, and without
a statutory assessment or a statement. Children with special education-
al needs, including those with statements, should, wherever appropriate
and taking into account the wishes of their parents, be educated along-
side their peers in mainstream schools.

DENT, 1998, p.2

The Special Educational Needs and Disability (Northern Ireland) Order 2005
(seNDO) further strengthened this principle of mainstreaming, placing a stat-
utory duty on schools and education authorities to make ‘reasonable adjust-
ments’ in respect of policy, practice and physical environments to facilitate
the inclusion of children with SEN4. Since then, however, little has changed in
terms of legislation, policy and practice in Northern Ireland, despite multiple
reviews and recommendations (e.g., NIAO, 2017, 2020; NICCY, 2020; PAC, 2021;
DENI/IPSOS, 2023) and the passing of The Special Educational Needs and Dis-
ability Act (Northern Ireland) 2016, the main elements of which have still not
been commenced (in the absence of new SEN Regulations).

The conclusion of the most recent End to End Review (DENI, 2023a) has
led to the very recent publication of a new, ambitious SEN Reform Agenda and
five-year delivery plan, the aim of which is “that all our children and young
people with Special Educational Needs will benefit from greater inclusion and
receive the right support from the right people at the right time and in the right
place” (DE, 2025, p.1).

Critical Policy Analysis and Bacchi’s ‘What’s the Problem Represent-
ed to Be’ (wpR) Framework

In comparing and contrasting three dominant approaches towards critical pol-
icy analysis — discourse analysis, framing analysis and narrative analysis — van
Hulst et al. (2024) find clear conceptual points of divergence and convergence.
All are concerned with unearthing and bringing to the forefront the performa-
tivity of power. An example of such is Bacchi’s ‘What'’s the problem represent-
ed to be? (wpR) framework, a constructionist approach focusing on discourse

4 Please note that policy in Northern Ireland refers to both special educational needs (SEN)
and special educational needs and disabilities (SEND).
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in practice (Walsh, 2024). On the premise that policy solutions are framed in
terms of how the ‘problem’ is understood, the framework seeks to interrogate
the ‘unexamined assumptions’ and forms of knowledge that underpin public
policy and the deep-seated thinking which is implicit within how the ‘problem’
to be solved is represented (Bacchi, 2012). Thus, for example, if the problem of
‘violent behaviour’ in young children is understood in terms of deviance, the
solution may seem to rest in enhanced discipline. In contrast, if it is seen as a
symptom of distress, the solution may be perceived as lying in nurturing ap-
proaches and/or trauma-informed practice. Bacchi (2012) advocates that the
WPR approach acts as a counter to evidence-based approaches and the ‘pre-
sumption that ‘problems’ are fixed and are uncontroversial starting-points for
policy development’ (p. 23). As such, she is arguing that, through analysis of
the recommendations and solutions that are presented in policy documen-
tation, the representation of the problem (or ‘problem representation’) can
emerge and be interrogated, the initial stage of which is illustrated in Table 1.

Bacchi’s framework has been adopted by researchers to examine a wide
range of issues across a range of varied contexts (for example, Adami and
Lyngbédck’s examination of preschool policy on multilingualism in Sweden
(Adami and Lyngback, 2023)) and by Bacchi herself (Bacchi, 2022), focussing
on the UK Government’s National Plan for Music Education. It has also been
used as a comparative tool (for example, Tawell and McCluskey’s comparison
of school exclusion policy in England and Scotland (Tawell and McCluskey,
2022)). Whilst Tawell and McCluskey observe that the intent of wPr is not
to identify potential gaps between policy and practice, by drawing from the
findings and recommendations of both policy documentation and reviews of/
inquiries into policy (including research commissioned by the Scottish Gov-
ernment), we were able to interrogate this aspect as it pertains to inclusive
education in Scotland and Northern Ireland.

TABLE 1 Exemplification of the derivation of the Problem Representation

Solution Examples Problem Representation

“Visible leadership to drive momentum The problem is represented as a lack of

for change and to maintain the visibility visible leadership to drive change and the

of children and young people who have lack of attention to the issues facing children
additional support needs in public life is and young people who have additional

essential.” (Morgan, 2020, recommendations) support needs (ASN) in public life.
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Methodology

The wpr framework was adopted for this study as it was considered to be the
most apt interpretive critical analysis approach that would offer a degree of
rigour and has been used successfully in other comparative studies, such as
(the aforementioned) Tawell and McCluskey (2022). Whilst this paper focuses
on responses for two nations, the process described below applies to the analy-
sis across all five nations (Ireland and the four nations of the UK), of which the
analysis for Scotland and Northern Ireland is a sub-set.

Selection of Documentation

The criteria adopted for selection of policy documentation are their relevance
with regard to the aims of the study, provenance and currency. As the context
for each nation is different, the research team had the freedom to select the
policy documentation most relevant to their context. No limits were placed on
what could be examined either in terms of the number of documents studied
nor the nature of the documentation, other than that the above criteria were
met. This included parliamentary inquiries and commissioned research to in-
form parliamentary inquiries. The documents examined to inform this paper
are set out in Table 2.

TABLE 2 Policy documentation informing the analysis
Scotland Northern Ireland
— The Morgan Review: ‘Support for — Investing in a Better Future (Independent
Learning: All our Children and All their Review of Education, 2023)
Potential’ (Morgan, 2020) — Independent Review of Special Educational
— Research into Provision for Pupils with Needs Services and Processes (Independent
Complex Additional Support Needs in Review of Education, 2023)
Scotland (Scottish Government, 2023) — Theory of Change Narrative for End to End
— Inquiry into the operation of the Review of SEN (DoE NI, 2023c)

ASL Act (Scottish Government, 2023;
Sharratt, 2024a, 2024b) (focussing on the
presumption of mainstreaming)

Critical Analysis of Policy Documentation
The process which was adopted by the research team to carry out the analysis
is set out in table 3.

SCOTTISH EDUCATIONAL REVIEW (2025) 1-29
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TABLE 3 The process of critical policy analysis

Focus Steps
Specific to each Completion of the Bacchi framework for each nation using a set
nation template designed by the team

Compilation of responses for each nation into a comparative frame,
setting nation responses side-by-side
Aggregation across  Analysis by individual members of the team of specific questions
nations Verification of analysis of specific questions working in pairs

Analysis of specific questions circulated to wider team for further
verification and modification

Comparison of Further template designed and completed setting out

responses to specific ~ commonalities, differences between and distinctive features of
questions across nations for specific questions, circulated and modifications made
nations Commentary produced for specific questions, circulated to the wider

team and further modifications made

Whilst freedom was offered to members of the team as to how the analysis
of responses to the Bacchi framework were analysed (for example, some used
NVivo, others adopted more creative approaches), it was considered that suffi-
cient checks and balances had been built into the process to ensure trustwor-
thiness.

Reflexivity/Positionality

Subsequent to the publication of the framework, Bacchi and Bonham (2014)
supplemented the set questions by a call for researchers to apply them to their
own positionality, in the process engaging actively with their own assumptions
and presuppositions. As the team grappled with the framework, the crucial
importance of this emerged. It became evident that, even with the checks and
balances set out above, a degree of subjectivity was almost inevitable. It is re-
flected in the choice in the first instance to study this specific issue or problem,
in the choice of documentation and, more importantly, in the choice of key
recommendations within any specific policy document, of which there can be
many. These choices, inevitably, reflect the world view of the researcher and
therefore it was crucial for members of the team to consider their own prob-
lem representation and how it may manifest itself in their responses to ques-
tions posed by Bacchi. The collaborative approach adopted, and the checks
and balances built into the verification process, went some way to addressing
this issue but not entirely (see conclusions).

SCOTTISH EDUCATIONAL REVIEW (2025) 1-29
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Findings: The Scottish Context

The Problem Representation

Arising from the three key areas of action identified through the Morgan review
of the Education (Additional Support for Learning) (Scotland) Act (as amended)
(Morgan, 2020, pp.68-9)°, the problem is represented as being related primar-
ily to a lack of visible leadership to drive change and a lack of visibility, repre-
sentation and voice of children, young people, their families and those who
support them and the issues that face them in public life. This is seen within a
gap between policy intent and reality requiring ongoing monitoring of policy
into practice and the removal of barriers to achieving the potential of children
and young people.

Subsequent to the Morgan review of the AsL Act, the Scottish Government
set up an Action Plan (updated in November 2022 and 2024) and an Additional
Support for Learning Project Board to monitor progress, providing updates to
the Scottish Government and cosLA (Convention of Scottish Local Authori-
ties) (Scottish Parliament, 2024).

In 2022, research was commissioned by the Scottish Government and the
Doran Review National Strategic Commissioning Group to examine provision
for pupils with complex AsN (Scottish Government, 2023). This research draws
attention to the gap between policy intent and the experiences of children and
young people, their parents and carers, “struggling to have children and young
people’s needs met” (p. 72), both in school and in wider aspects of their life,
parallelling the findings of the Morgan review. Further, it was found that a lack
of clarity within policy documentation and lack of consistency in application
of practices of inclusion beset the system with not everyone tasked with imple-
mentation of the ASL Act understanding fully what is required.

Compounded by ongoing concerns relating to the wellbeing of children
and young people arising from covip-19 restrictions, the Education, Children
and Young People Committee of the Scottish Parliament set up an inquiry to
explore three aspects of the operation of the AsL Act®, one of which, the policy
of mainstreaming, is the focus of this analysis. Key aspects of the problem are
represented as relating to not all children and young people being in receipt
of their right to an education and having a positive learning experience, high-
lighting slow progress towards achieving this goal and necessitating “clear ac-
tion points and timelines”. Further, there is a lack of clarity regarding the rights
of children and young people with ASN to support from all agencies, irrespec-

5 From this point on, referred to as ‘the ASL Act.
6 From this point onwards, referred to as the AsL Inquiry.
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tive of diagnosis, and the grounds upon which a request for provision outwith
mainstream can be made (points 64, 65 and 83).

With regards to provision for pupils with ASN in special schools, units and
support, the problem is represented as being related to a lack of adequate spe-
cialist school provision for children within their locale, undue delays in access-
ing provision, and a lack of a joined-up, multi-agency approach in ensuring
that specialist provision within mainstream schools is available in a timely
manner. Further, there is a failure to communicate clearly and in an accessible
format to parents and carers the support that is available to their children prior
to any request for specialist provision being made.

The Presuppositions and Assumptions underlying this Representa-
tion of the Problem
It is recognised that the representation of the problem, as set out above, can
only be partial. However, the following premises can be considered to under-
pin these representations:

Premise 1: By making visible the issues, challenges and concerns pertaining
to the implementation of the AsL Act and putting in place, as a matter of ur-
gency, actions and time plans to be enacted at all levels of the system, the pres-
ence, participation, achievement and support for children and young people
identified with ASN will be realised.

Premise 2: There is an assumption that, despite the very strong commitment
to the principles underpinning the presumption of mainstreaming in Scottish
policy, seen as conferring social and educational benefits for all children and
leading to a more inclusive society (Sharratt, 2024a), failures in meeting the
needs of children and young people with AsN arise from failures in implemen-
tation of the policy of mainstreaming. However, a joint submission to the AsL
Inquiry by Enquire/My Rights raised concerns that many of the core issues and
concerns about ASL, perceived to be about the presumption of mainstreaming,
are symptomatic of broader systemic issues related to the delivery of the ASL Act
(Sharratt, 2024a). The Children’s Commissioner commented that the placement
of disabled children and young people in mainstream settings cannot consti-
tute inclusion if insufficient attention is paid to systems, structures, supports,
pedagogy and curriculum (Sharratt, 2024a). Varied perspectives regarding the
policy of mainstreaming emerged in the ASL Inquiry, and a wide range of con-
cerns relating to its operation identified, indicative of a gap between policy rhet-
oric and reality. What this evidence indicates is that the issue of mainstreaming
(regardless of how it is regarded in principle) is highly contested and complex.

Premise 3: There is an assumption, through clarifying what is meant by in-
clusive practice and coming to a shared understanding of what it is and how it

SCOTTISH EDUCATIONAL REVIEW (2025) 1-29
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should be realised in practice, and communicating this clearly to all stakehold-
ers (including parents and carers), that more consistent practice will emerge.
Evidence submitted to the National Discussion, the Morgan review, research
into provision for children with complex AsN and the AsL Inquiry all draw
attention to the lack of clarity and clear communication around policy with
a local authority response to the AsL Inquiry considering the legislation to
be over-complex (Campbell and Harris, 2023; Morgan, 2020; Scottish Govern-
ment, 2023; Scottish Parliament, 2024; Sharratt, 2024a, 2024b).

Further, such clarification will lead to more realistic expectations of the sup-
port that is on offer, leading to less litigious processes and narratives of par-
ents/carers ‘struggling’ to have their voices heard and the needs of their chil-
dren for additional support met (Scottish Government, 2023; Sharratt, 2024a,
2024b). Local authorities, in their written responses to the ASL Inquiry, raise a
wide range of issues which act as a barrier to implementation of the ASL Act,
many of them relating to a lack of resource and a misalignment between re-
source and expectations of stakeholders (Sharratt, 2024b).

Premise 4: There is an assumption that education is the main conduit in
addressing the educational needs of children and young people identified with
ASN supported by wider service provision. At a broader policy level, the Mor-
gan review (Morgan, 2020) points to a disconnect and contradictions between
policy intent and expectations; a misalignment between the breadth of vision
of the legislation and its implementation at local authority level; and between
key processes at all levels of the system and the experiences of children and
young people and their related stakeholders. The review places this within the
wider context of the austerity agenda with cuts to public services and local
authority budgets leading to higher thresholds for access to services to support
children and young people with AsN amidst greater levels of poverty and in-
equality. Fundamentally, a rationing of services.

Effects Produced by This Representation of the ‘Problem’
The positioning of the presumption of mainstreaming as an ethical response
makes it very difficult to raise issues about the policy (other than its imple-
mentation) as to do so would be seen as an unethical stance.” This leads to
a polarisation of views regarding what constitutes inclusion, inclusive prac-
tice and inclusive education and how they should be delivered. This pertains
not only to how they are understood and enacted within Scottish education

7 It should be noted that the Scottish Government has backed a motion from the Scottish Con-
servative Party to implement a national review of the policy of mainstreaming (Seith, E.,
2025).
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but more widely within the international literature (Norwich, 2024). On the
one hand, it is argued that there is no place for special schools or special-
ist provision (for example, Ainscow et al. (2006); Slee (2018b)). On the oth-
er hand, Norwich (2004) maintains that there is a place for different forms
of provision: the tensions and dilemmas in the field of enquiry and on the
ground can be resolved democratically. A submission from the AsN tribunal
(asL Inquiry, SPICe Briefing, 20" March) (Sharratt, 2024a), which adjudicates
appeals for specialist provision, claimed that the type of provision on offer
was not, in itself, the key issue, arguing that a default position in favour of a
particular form of education is wrong and contrary to an inclusive approach
(Sharratt, 2024a).

Whilst many would disagree with this position, the views of the tribunal
should be respected as they reflect first-hand accounts of families ‘struggling’
with and ‘battling’ an adversarial system, often arising from multiple failures
in the placement of their children in mainstream settings (Morgan, 2020; Scot-
tish Parliament, 2024; Sharratt, 2024a, 2024b). This has the potential to set
up a ‘them’ and ‘us’ scenario which shapes perspectives of parents as being
over-protective of their children and over-demanding and schools and provid-
ers as being uncaring. As described in the accounts of local authorities to the
ASL Inquiry (Sharratt, 2024b), the demands on the system, together with limit-
ed resources (including staffing), create tension between the intent of the pol-
icy and expectations of what can be achieved. Failures in the implementation
of the policy also create disillusionment in those responsible for delivering it
and frustration for those in receipt of it (Morgan, 2020), leading to the perspec-
tive that ‘mainstreaming is not working’.

Findings: The Northern Ireland Context

The Problem Representation
Analysing the key findings of the Independent Review of Special Educational
Needs Services and Processes (DE/IPSOS, 2023), and echoing the findings of a
raft of earlier critical reviews (e.g., NIAO, 2017, 2020; NICCY, 2020; PAC, 2021),
the problem in Northern Ireland is represented as an SEN system in a perpetu-
al state of crisis, where the needs of children are not being effectively met, and
where costs are spiralling.

The Independent Review of Special Educational Needs Services and Processes
(DE/IPSOS, 2023) was commissioned by DE following one of the recommen-
dations in the Northern Ireland Assembly’s Public Accounts Committee re-
port on progress in implementing change to the SEN system (PAC, 2021). It
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highlighted numerous enduring shortcomings in SEN provision in Northern
Ireland including a lack of value for money, the failure of the Education Au-
thority’s referral and assessment processes, the lack of clear information and
guidance available to parents, the lack of confidence and professional devel-
opment opportunities for teachers, the need to review the one-to-one de-
ployment of classroom assistants to children with statements, the burden of
sEN-related administration and the need for better cross-departmental collab-
oration between government departments (especially education and health).
The Independent Review of Special Educational Needs Services and Processes
also quantified the spiralling expenditure on SEN in Northern Ireland, which
almost doubled from £254m in 2017-18 to £490m in 2022-23, largely due to the
costs associated with providing increasing numbers of one-to-one SEN class-
room assistants in mainstream schools.

The first recommendation of the Independent Review of Special Educational
Needs Services and Processes proposed that DE should address the crisis by cre-
ating an urgent and accountable action plan:

Within a year DE needs to set in place a plan that will set out the ac-
tions that will be delivered to implement transformational change to SEN
and the wider education system within reasonable timescales. The plan
should be led by a Senior Civil Servant who is directly accountable to the
Minister and who will give annual reports to NI Assembly through the
Education Committee of the Assembly.

DE/IPSOS, 2023, p.156

This key recommendation resulted in the ‘End to End Review’, for which the
Theory of Change (DENT, 2023b) clearly represented the problem as a need for
system transformation. In particular, the Theory of Change states that the ‘End
to End Review’ aims “to transform SEN policy and legislation, systems, com-
munication, services, and provision to ensure that those children and young
people with SEN receive the appropriate support when they need it; and that
appropriate support services are in place and can deliver it.” (p.3).

The final representation of the problem is found in the final report of the In-
dependent Review of Education, a system-wide review of the education system.
Echoing previous reports, Investing in a Better Future (Independent Review of
Education, 2023) notes that “The [SEN] system is in a state of crisis and learn-
ers are being failed,” adding that there is “widespread public concern” that the
current approach is simply not working. The Review highlights the cost impli-
cations of SEN support and the “risk” that this presents to the entire education
budget for Northern Ireland, warning that if the current pattern of rising costs
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were to continue, it would mean “an impending financial crisis for both educa-
tion and the Northern Ireland Executive as a whole”. (2023, pp.31-32).

The Presuppositions and Assumptions underlying this Representa-
tion of the Problem
The problems that beset the SEN system in Northern Ireland are so broad that,
as in the case of Scotland, the representation cannot be complete. Nonethe-
less the following premises are judged to support the representations outlined
above:

Premise 1: There is an assumption following the series of highly critical re-
views that current practice in relation to inclusion (more broadly) and SEN
services in particular requires urgent revision. This is not contested in any of
the three core documents analysed in this current study. Indeed, the evidence
is accepted as incontrovertible, and the starting point for any future action
plan is assumed to be a system “in crisis” where learners and their families are
“being failed” by a costly and inefficient system.

Premise 2: There is a second and strong presupposition that the pace of
change in terms of reforming SEN services has been unduly slow, that there is
an urgent need for “timelier” transformation, and that the current provision is
not timely, cost-effective or of high quality. The first signs of pressures facing
the SEN system in Northern Ireland were clearly visible as early as August 2009
when the Department of Education published its policy proposals consulta-
tion document entitled, “The Way Forward for Special Educational Needs and
Inclusion”. In the section on “Why Change in Needed”, the list of challenges
facing the system are remarkably similar to those highlighted in the three re-
cent policy documents under analysis in this study, namely: the increase in the
number of statemented children, delays in assessing pupil need, and a lack of
teacher confidence in addressing SEN (DENT, 2009). After 16 years and numer-
ous subsequent reviews, it seems that the situation has only deteriorated.

The reasons for this failure to address the warning signs in previous reviews
are numerous and include the peculiarities of the Northern Ireland political
context, where the Executive and legislative Assembly have been suspended
for lengthy periods (totalling more than 10 years since 1998), resulting in pol-
icy stagnation and the inability to pass the necessary Regulations associated
with the Special Educational Needs and Disability Act (Northern Ireland) 2016.
Most recently, the Assembly has been suspended for five of the past eight years
until February 2024. Inevitably, the absence of Ministers coupled with signifi-
cant budgetary pressures have slowed the pace of change. This is compounded
by challenges in the model of mandatory coalition government where it has
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proven difficult to find cross-party consensus on many difficult issues around
the Executive table (see Pivotal, 2024).

Premise 3: There is a long-standing assumption that inclusion in educa-
tion is synonymous with providing access to mainstream education for many
children. While inclusion is not mentioned specifically at all in DE’s Theory
of Change document (DE, 2023b), the presumption of mainstreaming is dis-
cussed and for the first time questioned in each of the other two policy docu-
ments under analysis. For instance, the Independent Review of Special Educa-
tional Needs Services and Processes (DE/IPSOS, 2023) notes that “studies have
identified that schools and educational professionals have different percep-
tions of what inclusive education actually is” (p.31) and cites other studies that
suggest that “full inclusion is not always attainable as some children with SEN
may/will not be successful in mainstream education” (p.33).

This is taken further by the broader Independent Review of Education. In
Investing in a Better Future, the review panel note that inclusive education is
commonly associated with SEN and disabilities, however, in light of the global
context of a rights-based system of inclusive education, they recommended
that “the notion of inclusivity should be broadened to encompass all learn-
ers who are susceptible to exclusion or at risk of achieving poorer educational
outcomes in comparison to their peers” (p.29). Moreover, the Independent Re-
view of Education explicitly challenges the assumption that mainstreaming is a
practical approach to achieving a more inclusive society:

There is a view that all learners should be educated in mainstream schools
as a way of modelling a more inclusive society. We question whether this
is a practical approach. Special schools are a vital part of the educational
landscape and are best placed to support learners with the most complex
needs.

Independent Review of Education, 2023, p.30

To date however the Department of Education has not provided any revised
policy position or definition of inclusion.

Effects Produced by This Representation of the ‘Problem’
The main effect produced by the above representations of the problem is a
sense of urgency, given the weight of evidence concurring that the current SEN
system is in a state of crisis. There is therefore broad consensus that imme-
diate action is required, and that transformative change is overdue, putting
the child’s needs first. As the Theory of Change explains, “we need to focus on
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outcomes for children and young people with SEN and ensure that the delivery
model supports them to be happy, learning and succeeding” (p.1).

The challenges inherent in this are self-evident: the current model is failing
both in terms of meeting children’s needs and also in terms of providing value
for money. However, any solutions must be at worst cost-neutral and ideally
would redress the spiralling costs associated with the current model of provi-
sion.

Consequently, the recommendations already proposed in the Independent
Review of Special Educational Needs Services and Processes (DE/IPSOS, 2023)
and in Investing in a Better Future (Independent Review of Education, 2023)
include investing in cost-effective early intervention, upskilling of the teaching
profession, and greater flexibility for schools to allocate resources to support
children with statements, while at the same time reducing the number of one-
to-one classroom assistants.

However, while there is frequent mention of ‘change to’ and indeed ‘trans-
formation of’ the SEN system, there is no suggestion in any of three documents
under analysis that this might be the opportune time to consider alternatives
to the current statementing model (where there has been the greatest addi-
tional cost in recent years), and no consideration of a fully inclusive education
system in place of the current model which continues to fund and expand spe-
cial school provision, now complemented by additional mainstream learning
support centres (now commonly referred to as Specialist Provision in Main-
stream — SPiMs).

Discussion

There are strong commonalities in how inclusive education policy in the two
nations is articulated, portrayed and enacted, albeit with differences in em-
phasis and in the form and direction that they may take, but also aspects that
are distinctive to each nation and areas of difference.

A Systems Issue
In Scotland, there is broad endorsement for the principles and policy intent
of the AsL Act (Morgan, 2020; Scottish Parliament, 2024; Sharratt, 2024a,
2024b). The problem is perceived largely as being one of translation of policy
into practice, with the various reviews citing a misalignment between systems,
structures, resource and practice at all levels of the system and the experiences
of children, their families and those who support them. In Northern Ireland
the key issue appears to be the lack of drive, coherence and pace in the trans-
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formation programme (DE NI, 2023b, 2023c¢), yet, there is little acknowledge-
ment of the impact of the lack of governance in the period between 2017-2020
and again between 2022-24. Both nations recognise the imperative for trans-
formational change of the system and the need for urgency, supported by clear
action plans and timelines.

The Reach of Legislation

Across a wide range of policy documentation in Scotland (not restricted to
policy specific to AsL), inclusive education is seen to apply to all children and
young people and to encompass a broad range of meanings. This extends be-
yond removing barriers to learning to facilitate the presence and participation
of disabled children and young people to much broader considerations around
diversity and representation, equity, the rights of children and young people
and addressing discrimination (Mowat et al., 2024), expressed in this state-
ment from the National Framework for Inclusion (Scottish Universities Inclu-
sion Group, 2022):

Scotland’s inclusive approach celebrates diversity and allows all children
and young people to develop an understanding and recognition of dif-
ferences, contributing to the development of an increasingly inclusive,
empathetic and more just society.

p4

It chimes with the description of inclusive education, offered by Ainscow
(2020), as it is increasingly understood internationally:

... a principle that supports and welcomes diversity amongst all learners.
It presumes that the aim of (it) is to eliminate social exclusion that is a
consequence of attitudes and responses to diversity in race, social class,
ethnicity, religion, gender and ability. As such, it starts from the belief
that education is a basic human right and the foundation for a more just
society. Hence, the emphasis on equity, which implies a concern with
fairness.

P9

Whilst evidence offered to the ASL Inquiry in Scotland forwarded the view that
additional support could be offered to children and young people within edu-
cational settings without a formal diagnosis, this was not the case for support
from external agencies (Scottish Parliament, 2024; Sharratt, 2024b). In North-
ern Ireland, the 2023 final report of the Independent Review of Education (DE
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NI, 2023b) identified a need to extend the reach of the legislation beyond SEND
to encompass a broader range of learners at risk of exclusion.

In Scotland, one of the three key areas of focus of the AsL Inquiry focussed
on the impact of the pandemic on children and young people (Scottish Parlia-
ment, 2024). In Northern Ireland, there is little or no acknowledgement within
policy of the enduring impact of Covid which has created a spike in unidenti-
fied/undiagnosed need among children and young people (DE/1PS0OS, 2023).

The Clarity and Coherence of Policy pertaining to Inclusive Education
Knight et al. (2023), in their analysis of inclusive education policy across the
four nations of the UK, identify complicated messaging and a lack of coherence
in inclusive education policy with a lack of clear guidance for implementation.
Whilst they observe that there is greater clarity in Scottish policy, evidence
offered to the National Discussion on Education (Campbell & Harris, 2023) and
the range of recent inquiries into the operation of the AsL Act (Morgan, 2020;
Scottish Government, 2023; Scottish Parliament, 2024; Sharratt, 2024a, 2024b)
draw attention to a lack of clarity and clear communication around policy and
inconsistencies in implementation. This lack of coherence is also evident in
the Transformation programme in Northern Ireland with the End to End Re-
view of Special Educational Needs (DoE NI, 2023a) aiming to make sense of and
accelerate the response to the proliferation of reports and reviews over the
previous fifteen years.

At a more fundamental level, the need to clarify what is intended by inclu-
sive education is a recurring theme within the literature. A range of commen-
tators lament the lack of a tight conceptual focus regarding the theory and
practice of inclusive education (for example, Anderson et al. (2020); Corcoran
et al. (2019); Slee (2018a)), describing it as characterised by ambivalence and
confusion (Slee, 2018a).

The Policy Intent-Implementation Gap: Challenges Tensions and Di-
lemmas
It is almost inevitable that the lack of clarity regarding what constitutes inclu-
sive education, amongst other considerations (see discussion to follow), will
lead to inconsistencies in implementation and subsequent failures in provi-
sion for children and young people with ASN/SEND, whether or not in receipt
of a formal diagnosis, and this is indeed the case in both Scotland and North-
ern Ireland, as previously discussed.
Concerns about the lack of adequate specialist school provision for children
with complex ASN are clearly articulated in both the ASL Inquiry (Scottish Par-
liament, 2024) and the research commissioned by the Scottish Government
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into provision for pupils with complex ASN (Scottish Government, 2023). As
previously intimated, the ASL Inquiry identified a need to clarify and modi-
fy the legislation and processes associated with placing requests to specialist
provision and to communicate more effectively with parents/carers such that
expectations can be managed.

In Northern Ireland, a lack of accurate forward planning and capital invest-
ment in the sector hasled to criticism of the lack of specialist provision, arising
from overcrowding of the existing 39 special schools and the rising demand
for additional places. Consequently, there has been a significant expansion of
SPiMs/units/learning support centres attached to mainstream schools which
has eased some of the pressure on special schools and now caters for over
three thousand pupils (ETI, 2024).

What comes across in both nations is an adversarial, litigious system with
parents/carers in both nations talking about the combative nature of their en-
gagement with services and their need to shout and push for action (Morgan,
2020; Northern Ireland Commissioner for Children and Young People (N1CCY),
2020; Scottish Government, 2023; Scottish Parliament, 2024).

Such failures and inadequacies in provision are long documented with-
in the literature. Rix (2024) provides a searing account of his encounters
with the SEND system in England as a parent of a disabled child within a
mainstream school, indicative of a lack of flexibility and adaptability with-
in the system. Whilst the context for inclusion is distinctive within each
of the four nations that constitute the UK, the struggles described above
which parents/carers have experienced in their encounters with the sys-
tem in Scotland and Northern Ireland, and the inadequacies in provision
for children and young people identified with ASN/SEND, as previously out-
lined, certainly suggest some parallels with Rix’s experience in England. Slee
(2018b, 2019), Riley (2017) and Mowat (2022) discuss the many ways in which
children and young people can be ‘included’, yet excluded, with the misap-
propriation of the language of inclusion and the boundaries and exclusion-
ary clauses placed around what constitutes inclusion in policy and practice
(Slee, 2018b).

The above brings to light key challenges within the system not just in the
UK but internationally. There are many commentators (whom some might
describe as ‘purists’) who advocate for full inclusion and transformation of
the system (often on the basis of a human rights perspective), seeing any
form of specialist provision which necessitates removal from the mainstream
classroom setting as a form of exclusion (for example, Ainscow et al. (2006);
Slee (2018b)). Yet, this contrasts sharply with the perspectives of a range of
stakeholders to the ASL Inquiry who argue that a placement in a mainstream

SCOTTISH EDUCATIONAL REVIEW (2025) 1-29



22 10.1163/27730840-BJA10040 | MOWAT AND PURDY

classroom may not be the best environment for a child or young person to
thrive, such as this response from the Scottish Secondary Teachers’ Association
(sSTA): “A common view from witnesses and in submissions is that, for some
children and young people, education in a specialist setting can be beneficial”
(asL Inquiry, SPICe Briefing, 20™ March, p. 16) (Sharratt, 2024a). This too has
been reflected in the conclusions reached by the Independent Review of Educa-
tion in Northern Ireland where it is noted that “Special schools are a vital part
of the educational landscape and are best placed to support learners with the
most complex needs” (2023, p.30).

Likewise, it was observed that, in Scotland, due to the lack of robust and
comprehensive practices and supports in mainstream settings, children and
young people with complex ASN will continue to struggle, leading to percep-
tions of parents and carers of unsuitable placements for their children, com-
pounded by their lack of advocacy and voice. It was observed that some chil-
dren were only able to access specialist provision after multiple failed school
placements, leading to anxiety and stress for them and their families (Scottish
Government, 2023).

Norwich (2024) advocates for a reasoned perspective on inclusion, which
takes account of ideological impurity, where the purposes of education involve
settling for a balance between different values.

The Capacity of the System

Legislation in both nations pays insufficient attention to the capacity of the
system to deliver services for children and young people and families. In Scot-
land, local authorities, in their written responses to the AsL Inquiry, raise a
wide range of issues which act as a barrier to implementation of the AsL Act,
many of them relating to a lack of resource and a misalignment between re-
source and expectations of stakeholders. This must be considered within a
climate of austerity in which not only is there an increase in the number of
children identified with ASN but also greater complexity of need (Scottish Par-
liament, 2024). Within the context of an 87% rise in demand for services over
the past decade, Audit Scotland is currently carrying out an audit, drawing
attention to wide variations in the percentage of pupils recorded as needing
ASL support by local authorities and the amount that they spend in relation to
it (Audit Scotland, 2024). The ASL Inquiry (Scottish Parliament, 2024), whilst
recognising the current financial climate and the reduction in resources di-
rected towards ASL over time, failed to acknowledge the resource implications
of this rising need and called for improvements to current practice, including
more effective multi-agency working, without incurring additional expendi-
ture.
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Likewise, in Northern Ireland, significant funding pressures face the Depart-
ment of Education, coupled with a sharp rise in cost of SEN provision, particu-
larly associated with the cost of classroom assistants to support children with
SEN in mainstream schools (a rise of 220% since 2017/18) which has created
significant financial pressure on an already over-stretched system.

Conclusions and Implications

It is evident that, across both nations, whilst there are good intentions regard-
ing inclusive education expressed both in policy and by stakeholders, there
are significant failings in provision and, whilst it is articulated more strongly
in Northern Ireland, it could be said that the system in both nations is in crisis
and no longer able to rise to increasing levels of need. The response of the
Scottish Government to the AsL Inquiry in Scotland has been limited and re-
lates largely to strengthening communication around placing requests and im-
proving clarity around the provision available for children in both mainstream
and specialist settings (Scottish Government, 2024a). In both nations, there is
a failure to problematise current ways of thinking about service delivery based
on staged intervention models which place undue emphasis upon diagnosis
as a gateway to resource. Rix (2024), within the context of policy in England,
advocates for a system which is less dependent upon diagnosis and staged in-
tervention approaches (which are largely universal), observing that such prac-
tices encourage a focus on the individual whilst purporting to provide services
collectively. As an alternative to the continuum model of provision, he advo-
cates for a ‘community of provision’ which he describes as comprising “the
settings and services which work together to provide learning and support for
all children and young people within their locality” (p. 126).

Notwithstanding the National Framework for Inclusion (3" Ed.) (Scottish
Universities Inclusion Group, 2022) in Scotland, revised in 2022 and informed
by the work of Lani Florian and colleagues on inclusive pedagogy, the reach
and impact of which has never been formally evaluated, and the work of
the International Council of Education Advisers8, appointed by the Scottish
Government, there is a tendency to look inwards for solutions (exemplified
through the national inquiries and subsequent action plans). There is a failure

8 Despite identifying ASN as one of three key areas of future focus for the Scottish Government
(International Council of Educational Advisers, 2024), there is scant attention paid to it in
minutes deriving from meetings and in the 3™ report emanating from the council (Interna-
tional Council of Educational Advisers, 2023).
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to recognise that many of the problems experienced are universal, leading to a
failure to engage with the wider literature, policy and practice beyond nation-
al boundaries and lessons that can be gleaned from them (whilst recognising
that the complexity of the literature may act as a barrier to engagement). This
has been recognised in Northern Ireland but to a lesser extent in Scotland. For
as long as mainstream schooling is perceived to be failing children and young
people with ASN/SEND, the increase in demand for services is likely to con-
tinue, placing significant demands upon local authority resource (exemplified
in the risk of insolvency for 20 councils in England (Butler et al., 2025)). This
implies that there is a need for a much more radical approach to the issue in
which all stakeholders, including academics, work together to create a more
equitable, inclusive, cost-effective and sustainable system.

Reflections on the Use of the Bacchi Framework and Limitations of the
Study

Applying Bacchi’'s What's the Problem Represented to Be? (WPR) approach
across the Scottish and Northern Irish contexts has underlined its value as
more than a method — it is a critical methodology that surfaces the assump-
tions, ideologies and governing strategies embedded in policy texts. As Tawell
and McCluskey (2022) discuss, its structured, transparent framework lends it-
self well to comparative policy analysis, enabling researchers to render visible
the ways in which policies do not simply respond to problems but actively con-
struct them. As Bacchi (2012) reflects, ‘policies do not address ‘problems’ that
sit outside them waiting to be ‘fixed’ or ‘solved’, but that policies produce ‘prob-
lems’ as particular sorts of problems’ (p.232). In doing so, WPR positions itself
with those adversely affected by dominant problem representations, seeking to
imagine alternative framings that mitigate harm (Tawell and McCluskey, 2012).
Archibald’s (2020) work further strengthens the case for wpr by emphasis-
ing its potential to enhance evaluative thinking, guard against unexamined or
self-evident problem definitions, and align with culturally responsive and de-
colonising research practices. The approach invites a sustained interrogation
of how power, ideology and values shape policy and, crucially, whose perspec-
tives are marginalised or privileged in the process. This is particularly salient
for education policy debates where “what works” agendas risk obscuring con-
tested assumptions and, within this specific context, the voices of children and
young people, their parents/carers and those responsible for the implementa-

tion of inclusive education policy, as critiqued within this article.
Nonetheless, both our experience and the wider literature point to import-
ant challenges and limitations. wPR is labour-intensive, demands iterative and
reflexive engagement, and is inevitably shaped by the subjective worldview of
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the analyst. While this subjectivity is inherent in all critical policy work, it un-
derscores the importance of reflexivity, transparency and, where possible, the
inclusion of diverse stakeholder voices.

We therefore present our analysis not as a definitive account, but as a prov-
ocation: a tool for critical reflection within and beyond Scotland and Northern
Ireland. In doing so, we hope to stimulate dialogue on how educational policy
problems are framed, for whom, and to what effect, and to encourage future
work that deepens and broadens this line of inquiry.
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