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In this paper, I propose some priority areas for research in the field of special educational needs 
(SEN) and disabilities and some additional challenges regarding conceptualization of SEN. As the 
term “special educational needs and disabilities (SEND)” is now used in England, that term will also 
be used as appropriate, particularly with reference to the system rather than children and young 
people.

CONCEPTUALIZATION OF SEN

Conceptualization of SEN is itself a major challenge, with respect to research and also practices. In 
the past, children with SEN were viewed primarily with respect to disability. Governments either cre-
ated separate systems or excluded children with a disability from the education available to typically 
developing children, either deliberately or by default. For example, it was not until the early 1970s 
that children with severe or profound learning difficulties, including all those with Down syndrome, 
were eligible for education in England. Lack of financial resources and expertise was, and continues 
to be, a major challenge in many countries. Recognition of the rights of all children, however, has led 
to both a substantial development of positive policies, with substantial funding in some countries, 
and the necessary development of support through training teachers and others. This has spawned 
a substantial policy-related research agenda for SEN.

Research has been shaped by changing conceptualizations of SEN. Over time, a substantial body 
of work has focused on specific categories of children and young people with respect to diagnostic 
categories, for example, deafness, Down syndrome, cerebral palsy, and mental handicap. Some terms 
such as mentally handicapped, idiot, imbecile, and educationally subnormal have become unac-
ceptable, considered offensive and demeaning. Other categories, however, have become the foci of 
substantial research programs, for example, autism spectrum disorders (ASD), dyslexia, attention 
deficit with hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), and specific language impairment (SLI). Diagnosis of 
these “conditions” has been a key factor in researchers’ selection of samples; furthermore, categories 
have been fundamental to initiatives to identify and make appropriate provision for children and 
young people that are identified as being exceptional (Norwich, 2014).

The use of diagnostic categories has benefits for research by specification of samples on key char-
acteristics. But there are also limitations. First, in reality, many children do not just have one type of 
SEN but, rather, they often have two or even several (Rutter et al., 1970). Research must therefore 
consider comorbidity and also gender, age, home language if different from that of the school, and 
ethnicity, as these are associated variables. For example, there is increasing evidence of the overlap 
in characteristics of children with language impairment and those with ASD (Dockrell et al., 2015). 
Second, there is concern about the validity and usefulness of many categories, for example, see the 
recent examination of the usefulness of the diagnostic category SLI (Bishop, 2014; Reilly et al., 2014).

Third, whereas there are strong associations between some types of SEN and certain genetic, 
chromosomal, perinatal injury, or illness (e.g., rubella) factors, there is now also substantial evidence 
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of the impact of external or contextual factors that impair or limit 
children’s development. These include both large scale studies of 
general populations of children, indicating the very powerful 
effects of socioeconomic disadvantage (Strand, 2014), parenting 
(Kiernan and Mensah, 2011), and school effects (Teddlie and 
Reynolds, 2000; Strand, 2016), which shape children’s opportuni-
ties for optimal development; and also analyses of total popula-
tions of children with a range of SEN, particularly with respect to 
social disadvantage (Strand and Lindsay, 2009; Department for 
Education, 2016b).

Conceptualization, and its translation into policy and 
practice, will continue to pose substantial challenges. There 
are important national, cultural, legal, and historic factors that 
impact psychoeducational conceptualizations, resulting in dif-
ferent interpretations and understandings of “special educational 
needs,” and of the requirements of the SEND system in any 
particular country or state. More international and cross-cultural 
research is needed to enhance our understanding of the interac-
tions between the within child and contextual factors, which 
include different cultures.

ACHIEVING POSITIVE OUTCOMES 
FOR CHILDREN AND YOUNG 
PEOPLE WITH SEN

Achieving positive outcomes for children with SEN requires 
evidence of effectiveness of interventions, for whom and under 
what circumstances. Studies in some domains, especially literacy, 
are now numerous and provide an increasingly helpful basis 
for action (Hattie, 2009). However, the main evidence relates to 
studies of US practices and, within literacy, is most numerous for 
reading. More evidence from other countries and other domains 
(e.g., writing, language, numeracy, and sociobehavioural inter-
ventions) is needed: not only more studies but also stronger 
evidence for interventions as many show small effects (Early 
Intervention Foundation1; Education Endowment Foundation2).

There are two important issues here: how strong should we 
expect effects to be in order for an intervention to be considered 
for implementation; and, what is the practical approach to devel-
oping evaluative research? For example, the EIF has developed 
a grading system for interventions, which presents information 
on the overall strength of the evidence as well as the strength of 
effects.

Furthermore, research is needed at each point along the con-
tinuum of research evidence: theoretical support for the proposed 
elements of an intervention; construction of a replicable program, 
product, practice, or policy; a feasibility study to provide indica-
tive evidence of both effectiveness and practicability; if this is 
successful, the creation of a manual or guidance to enhance fidel-
ity for implementation; a rigorous efficacy trial under controlled 
conditions, typically a randomized controlled trial (RCT); at least 
one replication study by researchers other than the originators 
to avoid bias or perceived bias (Eisner, 2009); and a scaled up 

1 www.eif.org.uk. 
2 https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/. 

effectiveness study in natural settings to explore whether the 
intervention works on large numbers of participants in different 
settings, for example, children in a number of schools, and/or 
other educational settings (Lindsay, 2013). Beyond this, further 
evidence is needed from meta-analyses, and systematic reviews, 
taking into account the quality of the available studies as well as 
their findings.

An example of this building of a hierarchy of evidence and 
the use of evidence to guide policy concerns the use of parenting 
programs to improve parenting skills and reduce child behavioral 
difficulties. Substantial numbers of studies provide evidence of 
the efficacy of specific programs [e.g., Nowak and Heinrichs 
(2008), Dretzke et al. (2009), United Nations Office on Drugs and 
Crime (2010), Sanders et al. (2011), and Furlong et al. (2012)]. 
The UK government, on the basis of a review of parenting pro-
grams (Moran et al., 2004), funded an effectiveness trial of three 
parenting programs in 18 local authorities (LAs) in England. On 
the basis of positive evidence for the programs’ effectiveness and 
relative effectiveness across the programs (Lindsay et al., 2011b) a 
national roll out to implement the program in all English LSs was 
funded; this demonstrated a maintenance of effectiveness after 
the scale-up to national level (Lindsay et al., 2011c; Lindsay and 
Strand, 2013).

Evidence-based policy and practice is made easier when 
web-based databases that provide substantial information on the 
effectiveness of interventions are available to policy makers, com-
missioners, and practitioners – and indeed parents and young 
people with SEN. Examples include the What Works Clearing 
House in the US3, and both the Early Intervention Foundation 
(see text footnote 1) and Education Endowment Foundation (see 
text footnote 2) in the UK. With respect specifically to children 
with speech and language difficulties, the What Works for Speech, 
Language and Communication Needs (SLCN) is hosted by the 
Communication Trust4; see also Law et  al. (2012, 2015). This 
was developed through the Better Communication Research 
Programme (Dockrell et al., 2015) as part of the UK government’s 
Better Communication Action Plan (Department for Children, 
Schools and Families, 2008), in response to the Bercow review 
of provision for children and young people with SLCN (Bercow, 
2008; Lindsay et al., 2010).

Other areas of research to improve children’s outcomes include 
methods to increase the expectations held for students with 
SLCN by parents and educators, and the aspirations held by the 
young people themselves (Kintrea et al., 2011; Cummings et al., 
2012; Gorard et al., 2012), and methods for improving teachers’ 
attitudes, confidence, knowledge, and skills (Department for 
Education, 2011; Lindsay et al., 2011a).

THE ORGANIZATION OF SEN DELIVERY

Inclusive education is now a leading policy for service delivery 
in many countries, despite limited evidence for its effectiveness 

3 The Communication Trust – What Works? Available at: http://www.thecommuni-
cationtrust.org.uk/whatworks.
4 What Works Clearinghouse. Available at: http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/.
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(Lindsay, 2007). We need well-designed studies of what works 
in inclusive settings, including the delivery of SEND support 
services and their collaboration with front line professionals in 
order to develop effective pedagogies and practice (Lewis and 
Norwich, 2005). Descriptive research studies provide interest-
ing indicative evidence but carefully designed studies of inter-
ventions in inclusive settings to test effectiveness are required. 
For example, response to interventions (RTIs) has gained much 
momentum as an approach, with its emphasis on assessment, 
monitoring, and review, rather than “diagnosis.” Since RTI’s 
evidence base has been questioned (Reynolds and Shaywitz, 
2009), more research on its usefulness in different systems is 
warranted.

The use of paraprofessionals [teaching assistants (TAs)] 
in classrooms and early learning centers has the potential for 
lower cost interventions. However, the mixed research base 
(Blatchford et  al., 2009) indicates the need for well-controlled 
studies of careful interventions based on revised practice by 
TAs, guided by the research to date, in order to improve practice 
(Sharples et al., 2015).

THE EXPERIENCES OF CHILDREN AND 
YOUNG PEOPLE WITH SEN, THEIR 
PARENTS AND PRACTITIONERS

Investigations of the experience of those involved in the SEND 
system are important to access the voice of children and parents 
about the implementation of the system, its successes, and limi-
tations. It is important to access children’s perspectives of their 
different educational experiences, including the learning process 
and academic progress; their social and emotional development, 
including peer relationships; and their aims for their future 
(Lewis et  al., 2007; Roulstone and Lindsay, 2012). Involving 
children and young people in research requires the development 
of research methods appropriate to their competencies, another 
area for research development (Lewis and Lindsay, 2000; Lewis 
et al., 2007; Roulstone and Lindsay, 2012).

Parents have important perspectives on their children’s edu-
cational experience and development and on the SEND system, 
its positive aspects and areas for improvement (Lindsay and 
Dockrell, 2004; Lamb, 2009; Parsons et  al., 2009; Tissot, 2011; 
Lindsay et al., 2016). The views of professionals are also impor-
tant, including their reflections on their own abilities to address 
the needs of the students they teach (Dockrell and Lindsay, 
2001), their pedagogic engagement with parents (Watson and 
Swanwick, 2008), and their contribution to the development of 
the SEND system. For example, the UK Government’s Children 
and Families Act 2014 requires that the Local Offer of services 
and provision for children and young people with SEN in each 
LA in England be co-constructed by professionals with parents 
and young people (Spivack et al., 2014).

COST-EFFECTIVENESS

There is a clear socio-political requirement for studying cost- 
effectiveness and cost–benefit analysis of SEND provision 

(National Audit Office, 2011, 2015). In England, for example, total 
spend on SEND is substantial (£5.8 billion during 2011–2012) and 
per capita education spend for children with SEN is substantially 
higher than that for typically developing children (Department 
for Education, 2016a). There are also considerable variations in 
costs between schools and LAs and between children with dif-
ferent categories of SEN as their primary area of need – are these 
justified?

The case for cost-effectiveness studies starts with the cost sav-
ings that could be made over the lifetime if the poor progress and 
achievement of children and young people with SEN could be 
prevented or at least reduced, for example, by earlier intervention 
(Heckman and Masterov, 2007; Field, 2010; Allen, 2011). Studies 
are also needed of the cost and cost-effectiveness of different 
systems of provision, for example, attendance at a mainstream 
state (public) school or a special school (Crowther et al., 1998; 
Clifford and Theobald, 2012) or of the models for state funding of 
schools for the support of students with SEN (Parish and Bryant, 
2015) and the use of TAs (Keslair et al., 2011). Indeed, there are 
recent and current attempts to address such issues in England, 
through the government funded study of pathfinder LAs trialing 
the new systems necessary as a result of the Children and Families 
Act (Craston et al., 2014).

Research into the cost-effectiveness of different forms of 
interventions is also important. Studies have indicated the cost-
effectiveness of evidence-based parenting programs, for example, 
in reducing health inequalities (O’Neill et  al., 2013) and of 
delivering parenting programs in “real life” community settings 
on a large scale (Lindsay et al., 2011b,c, 2014; Lindsay and Strand, 
2013). Examining “dosage,” that is the effectiveness and cost-
effectiveness of different patterns of delivery of an intervention, 
in terms of their intensity, a function of the intervention itself 
(“dose”), the “dose” frequency, and total intervention duration is 
also necessary (Zeng et al., 2012).

CONCLUSION

I have focused on five groups of challenges for research in SEN: 
the conceptualization of the field of SEND; achieving positive 
outcomes for children and young people with SEN; the organiza-
tion and delivery of SEND services; capturing the experiences of 
children and young people with SEN, their parents and practi-
tioners; and cost-effectiveness or value for money. These themes 
are not exhaustive. They also overlap with other themes that a 
challenging research agenda must address, including capturing 
international practice and policy development; ethical factors in 
SEN research; the needs and development of the relevant profes-
sions working with children and young people with SEN, includ-
ing teachers, TAs (paraprofessionals), and educational (school) 
psychologists; and the development of appropriate research 
methods. There is also the potential for important findings to 
come from the field of neuroscience (Goswami, 2014), although 
caution is necessary as there is a history of exaggerated claims 
for effects which are not substantiated by research evidence 
(Frederickson and Cline, 2015).

This is an exciting, non-exclusive research agenda for SEND 
and for the new journal Frontiers in Education: Special Educational 
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Needs. I am delighted to have been appointed Chief Specialist 
Editor for the journal, and I look forward to receiving high quality 
papers on these and other relevant topics from researchers across 
the world.
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