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The Special Educational Needs (SEN) system exists to ensure that children with SEN and/or disabilities get the support they need to enable them to access the education and social curricula. The system has developed against a backdrop of changing attitudes to disability, reflected in legislative change.
Talcott Parsons, writing in the 1950s, viewed disability as a form of social deviancy; the norm was make an economic contribution to society and people with disabilities or chronic illnesses diverged from this norm (cited in Thomas, 2007). Until the passing of the 1970 Education Act, some children were deemed ineducable, labelled as idiots, imbeciles or morons and incarcerated in mental subnormality hospitals. One of the participants in my study was employed in such a hospital in the early 1970s with the task of identifying children and young people who would benefit from specialist intervention. She described an establishment with a population of over 2000 'patients', mainly housed on 100 bed wards. 
"I worked with a very interesting group of children…. One of them in fact was the grandchild of a significant director of education, but had still been – the specialist had said, there is nothing you can do with this child, put them away…. On the wards, it was parquet floors. Many of the pupils – and I'll call them pupils, that's not what we did call them – were naked from the waist down to cope with soiling. Any toys that had been donated were on a shelf out of reach so they couldn't be spoilt … most of them were fed slops – soggy Weetabix." (Brenda, retired Speech and Language Therapist)
Although such descriptions sound horrific 40 years on, the attitudes underlying the establishment of such institutions was largely benevolent. People with learning difficulties were seen as in need of the care and protection of the asylum.
Able disabled children were educated in specialist facilities. Children with sensory disabilities attended specialist boarding schools, often run by philanthropic organisations, where they were educated, provided with the opportunity to take public examinations and trained for a limited number of occupations. For example, many visually impaired boys were trained as piano tuners. Children with physical disabilities were similarly catered for in specialist schools. 
The 1970s saw the growth of the disability movement. Instead of allowing themselves to be seen as tragic victims, disabled people became an active force for change, pointing out that all too often societal and attitudinal barriers were disabling them, rather than their impairments.
The 1970s also saw the 1976 Education Act and the 1978 Warnock Report, the latter laying the foundations for further SEN legislation. The emphasis was on inclusion of children with SEN and disability within mainstream schooling. Warnock suggested that perhaps 2% of school age children would require more specialist provision, but wherever possible disabled children should be educated with their peers. Interagency co-oeration and involving parents in decision making was emphasised (Warnock Report, 1978). 
The ensuing thirty years have seen further Education Acts, reports, reviews and consultative documents, all of which have emphasised the right of a child to be educated alongside their peers, and latterly have included anti-discrimination legislation. Since 1993, schools have been required to have a member of staff responsible for oversight of SEN within the school (SENCO) and to have an SEN policy. The 2001 Code of Practice (DfES, 2001) established the current structure for assessment of SEN. The 2004 Children Act established the Common Assessment Framework (CAF) and reinforced the requirement for multi-agency communication. Despite these changes, a series of reports published since 2006 have identified difficulties with the SEN system, describing it as adversarial and dysfunctional (Bercow Report, 2008, Lamb Inquiry, 2009, Ofsted, 2010). 
Despite the recognition that the SEN system is not working, and the acknowledgment that both public reports and more popular publications (Power, 2010, Row, 2005) describe it as adversarial, very little attention has been paid to why it is so dysfunctional. Some authors have addressed the difficulties inherent in interagency working (Edwards et al., 2009, Edwards and Kinti, 2010, Sloper, 2004) or have described experiments in multi-agency co-operation (Halpin et al., 2011, Rowlandson and Smith, 2009). Others have focused on the relationship between parents and professionals (Hess et al., 2006, Hodge and Runswick-Cole, 2008, Keen, 2007, Murray, 2000, O'Connor, 2008, Pinkus, 2003). What appears to be missing is an analysis of the underlying causes for the system being so dysfunctional, although there are hints of this in Truss's plea for a whole system approach contained in her description of getting her son's SEN addressed (Truss, 2008).
In my study, I consider the adversarial nature of the SEN system from three perspectives: the experience of those involved in the system, both parents and practitioners; the nature of the SEN system as a system, including identifying barriers to co-operative working; and the philosophies underpinning the system, which I suggest are in tension with each other. My interest in this area is rooted directly in my personal experience of a son with Aspergers and facilitating a support group for parents of children with SEN, and I incorporate this experience in my research.
The starting point for the study was partnership and co-operation between agencies and between agencies and parents as emphasised in the various public documents. I intended to explore the extent to which a community of practice existed between parents and practitioners involved with children and young people with diagnoses of Aspergers or High Functioning Autism (HFA). However, a constantly recurring theme in interviews was that of fight and struggle, and this became the central focus of my research.
There are different dimensions to struggle within the domain. Not only is there the commonly recognised and acknowledged struggle of parents to obtain appropriate support for their children from the various statutory departments, but professionals disagree amongst themselves. Sometimes that struggle is intra-agency, where those working in one part of an organisation may have different views and priorities than those in another. Schools may ask specialist inclusion officers for their input, but the specialists cannot insist on the school acting on their recommendations. Other struggles may be interagency. The health service diagnoses and makes recommendations for the support of children, but those recommendations may be ignored by other agencies, even to the extent of a school refusing to accept the accuracy of a medical diagnosis. Sometimes a child just falls into some kind of chasm between all the services, such as when a young person may become disturbed and violent and the support agencies suggest police involvement rather than being able to provide a place of safety or respite care, or when paperwork does not get completed because each of the practitioners involved thinks another is responsible and a child receives no educational input for several months.
I phoned her up and she said, yes we've got to sort out a tutor … and we waited and we waited … this was March. … it kind of went on and on and I was getting really fed up with the lessons not happening. Every time I phoned somebody – I phoned the school and they said it’s the education welfare officer's responsibility and I phoned the education welfare officer and she'd say it was the school's responsibility and it kind of went round in circles and it was always somebody else's responsibility. In the end I got so cross and I went down to school and asked to see the deputy head and was told oh he's busy at the moment – I mean this is after a few months – he's busy at the moment. So I says, it's OK I'll wait. I sat down and I waited. In the end and he came out to see me and I went to his office and I said I want to know whose responsibility it is for David's learning now he's out of school because everybody keeps telling me it's somebody else. He said, right we'll sort this out I'll phone somebody. He was going to phone the education welfare officer, and he said, I'll phone her now, and I said, you won't because it's Friday and she doesn't work Friday and she doesn't work Monday either – and he said, right I will sort it out – we'll have a meeting next week. Well we didn't get a meeting the next week but we got one the following week. (Linda, parent of 12 year old son who was out of school for 18 months and waited 6 months to get home tuition arranged).
Other areas of struggle for parents involve accepting their child is different from other children and coping with the reactions of others to their child's behaviour. Although for many parents, a formal diagnosis comes as a relief, offering an explanation for their child's behaviour, this is not so for all parents.
"At the time I was just, I was just mortified. I was like, 'How dare you,' you know, 'How dare you! You're not qualified! What are you saying?', and yes, I was very cross with her." (Angela, speaking of her response to a Health Visitor who suggested it might be appropriate to refer her son for assessment.)
Such stories of fight and struggle were not only prevalent in the accounts of participants, but those aspects of fight and struggle concerning parents are well-documented in the existing literature. Though it is possible to identify some possible reasons for dysfunction, such as breakdown of communications, from these sources, it is evident that there must be further underlying reasons for these difficulties. Taking a whole systems approach, I began to develop diagrams of the system. These showed that not only are the main agencies separated from each other, but began to show how confusing the system is for both practitioners and parents. Both health and education services employ psychologists. Clinical psychologists are involved in the diagnostic process and educational psychologists advise schools and education authorities on appropriate provision for children on the autistic spectrum. Except that in the course of my interviews, I found I was speaking to a clinical psychologist about the work she undertook in schools and to an educational psychologist about her involvement in the diagnostic process. It is perhaps unsurprising that parents can wonder why they have to see so many different professionals and practitioners can be unsure who to refer to when.
Studying the system, revealed a further possible reason for confusion and tension in the system. Education policy for the past thirty years has focused on inclusion and the right of children to be educated alongside their peers. In order to achieve this objective, it is recognised that some children require additional support and accommodations in order to enable them to access the curriculum. In order to access this additional support, there is a focus on the needs of the child. Whereas the social model of disability focuses on the removal of barriers to enable full participation, a deficit model focuses on individual impairment. In addressing the support needs of children with SEN, these models are in conflict. The situation is further complicated for many children and young people on the autistic spectrum. The difficulty they encounter in coping with social situations, including the classroom and the playground, can result in aggressive and anti-social behaviours that can lead to these children being labelled as naughty, and an emphasis being placed on behavioural change rather than attempting to make the environment less threatening and disturbing to the child. I suggest that the tension between different understandings of disability is an underlying cause of the fight and struggle evident throughout the SEN system.
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