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1. INTRODUCTION 
 
1.1  The SPEAC Centre opened in September 2005, on a three year pilot project 
basis, to provide an intensive education programme for six children, using an Applied 
Behaviour Analysis (ABA) approach, as advised by the Treehouse Trust, England, to 
support the teaching and learning.  The pilot is supported by a partnership of statutory 
and voluntary sectors including the school, the South-Eastern Education and Library 
Board (SEELB) and the SPEAC charity.  A SEELB/SPEAC working group was 
established to oversee the outworking of the pilot. Those members who represented 
SPEAC were all parents of the children involved in the pilot. 
 
1.2  The SEELB provided a mobile classroom, a teacher and six classroom 
assistants, while the SPEAC committee provided funding totalling £600,000, for the 
refurbishment of the classroom, and ABA class leaders and a part-time ABA 
consultant from the Treehouse Trust. Costing for 2006-07 reveals that the SELB has 
spent some £151,000 on the pilot.  
 
1.3  The purpose of the pilot project, as originally envisaged, is to provide for the 
educational needs of pupils of key stage (KS) 1 age, who have severe learning 
difficulties and autism. The stated aims of the project were: 
 

• to provide specialist teaching and learning support for pupils of  KS1 age who 
have severe learning difficulties and an autistic spectrum disorder (ASD); 
 

• to develop individual education plans (including curriculum access and 
behaviour support), based on applied behaviour analysis methodology for the 
pupils; 
 

• to promote the integration of the pupils within the main KS1 classes in 
Tor Bank School, or if appropriate in other settings; and 

 
• to promote a common approach to the management of the pupils’ learning, 

behaviours and social development in school and at home. 
 
1.4  The working group identified the criteria for admission and exit, and agreed 
that a panel comprising the Principal of the school, the class teacher and a 
representative from the SPEAC committee would determine those children who 
would avail of the provision.  The six children who participated in the pilot and 
attended the centre, had a diagnosis of autism, severe learning difficulties and varying 
levels of challenging behaviours. 
 
1.5  The Education and Training Inspectorate (Inspectorate) was commissioned by 
the Department of Education to monitor and evaluate the provision. This report is a 
reflection of the quality of the provision and the outcomes for the children. The 
evaluation took account of the standards set out in the Inspectorate’s, ‘Evaluating 
Provision for Autistic Spectrum Disorders’ (2005).  
 
1.6  As part of the inspection process, the Inspectorate held separate discussions 
with the Principal of Tor Bank School, members of the Board of Governors, the Chief 
Executive Officer(s) and the special education officers of the SEELB, the SPEAC 
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committee, including the Principal of the Treehouse Trust, and during observation 
visits, with members of the school staff. The meetings detailed the inspection 
methodology and timescale, including the protocols and procedures for the inspection, 
the standards and performance indicators for inspection evaluation, and allowed 
discussion of any concerns or issues arising. An interim report was shared with the 
partnership in September 2007, indicating emerging strengths and areas for 
improvement.  The final report takes account of any additional and subsequent actions 
taken. 
 
1.7  In preparation for the inspection, the views of the school and the SPEAC 
charity were also sought by means of a self-evaluation questionnaire. In their 
responses, the Principal and the members of the SPEAC charity indicated their 
satisfaction with the progress of the project.  The SPEAC committee’s written 
response expressed the view that ABA is an integral part of the teaching methodology 
and is a suitable means of reducing challenging behaviours and enabling the children 
to learn.  The school’s self-evaluation indicated a level of satisfaction with the 
provision, including the priority given to ABA training and the involvement of 
parents in support of the programme. 
 
1.8 The self-evaluation proforma (SEP) also identified six areas which the school 
felt could be improved, including: 
 

• the poor quality of the accommodation; 
 
• the further training of the centre staff in the use of other ASD interventions; 
 
• the further consideration of how the provision might be more inclusive and 

integrated to allow the children to apply their learning in other settings; the 
greater involvement by the SEELB/BELB, ASD support services;  

 
• access to appropriate behaviour analysis training for staff in the mainstream of 

the school; 
 

• the identification of the overall costing to inform possible extension and 
development; and 

 
• the school’s capacity to build on the experience gained by the pilot. 

 
The Inspectorate took the SEP evidence into account in their evaluations.  
 
1.9  The inspection focus was on the quality of the provision and the outcomes for 
the pupils in the SPEAC Centre. The report includes evaluative comments on the 
methodology promoted by the pilot scheme with a view to this evaluation informing 
future provision for children with severe learning difficulties, challenging behaviours 
and ASD.  
 
1.10  Over the period of the pilot, the Inspectorate carried out ten monitoring visits 
to the centre, each of which involved observing the classroom practice. 
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2.   FINDINGS  FROM THE INSPECTION VISITS  
 

2.1 The body of evidence points to notable improvements in the levels of 
confidence of the teacher and the ABA leader in understanding and implementing 
ABA methods. The original reliance on support from the Treehouse Trust has 
diminished and the teacher and the ABA class leader have developed well their 
management and leadership skills, and have introduced differing learning pathways to 
address the children’s individual and changing needs in ways which more actively 
involve them and motivate their interest.  
 
2.2 The outcomes for the children vary considerably. At the initial stage of the 
pilot, the children settled well to the highly structured and routine programme and 
derived some benefits in terms of improved attention and learning.  However, the 
sustained impact of the intervention for the children is limited, and regression was 
noted in the behaviour of a few of the children.  
 
2.3 The teacher, the ABA class leader and support staff worked diligently to 
improve the children’s behaviour, to prepare them for their transition to the 
mainstream of the school and to participate in the wider curriculum. The operational 
arrangements enabling the teacher to assume, over time, a greater responsibility for 
the classroom practice, and the ABA leader to assume responsibility for the home 
support provision, proved a useful and effective working approach.  
 
2.4 Three pupils of KS2 age remain enrolled in the centre and one pupil of KS3 
age, although the pilot was aimed specifically at KS1 children.  The aim of promoting 
the children’s integration has also not been met. 
 
2.5 A number of key messages can be drawn from the overall findings of the 
evaluation.  

 
The following are the main strengths of the process followed by the pilot. 

 
• The skill, knowledge and growing expertise of the teacher and the ABA class 

leader. 
 

• The highly structured and consistent application of the daily programme, with 
particular focus on specific behaviours. 
 

• The high staff ratio enabling one-to-one work.  
 

• The thorough knowledge of the individual children, gained over time, enabled 
the staff to adapt the teaching approach to suit most of the children’s changing 
needs.  

 
• The experience gained during the pilot, highlighted the need for increased 

flexibility in the teaching approaches to respond to individual learning profiles 
or concerns about limited progress. 
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• The use of social stories and visual prompts contributed to the improvement in 
the children’s behaviour. 
 

• The support provided by the ABA class leader to parents. 
 
The following weaknesses emerged in the processes adopted in the pilot. 
 

• The lack of constant participation of some parents. 
 

• The narrow curriculum focus, especially for children at KS2. 
 

• The restricted use of Information and Communication Technology.  
 

• The over frequent use of sequences of very short work tasks prevented the 
effective engagement in learning and the development of skills to encourage 
independent learning. 
 

• The lack of effective planning for transition or exit procedures for those 
children for whom the approach was not effective.  

 
• The intensity of the one-to-one work led to a more limited focus on teaching 

the children as part of a small group and on  the development  of collaborative  
learning skills. 

 
• The limited opportunities afforded to the children to use and extend their skills 

in other settings with their peer group and with those of similar developmental 
levels. 

 
• The priority given to training is an essential strength of the pilot but the 

potential to extend the training to include those working in the main school 
was not realised. 

 
• The deployment of the centre’s classroom assistants outside the centre was not 

put into practice. 
 

• The system of assessment and monitoring of each child’s progress was not 
sufficiently comprehensive to inform the intervention methodology and 
optimise each child’s functioning.  
 

2.6 The inspection also found the following areas for improvement in the 
management and leadership of the pilot. 

 
• There has not been a sufficiently accurate costing of the pilot scheme to enable 

comparisons with other special needs provision. 
 

• The roles of the key associates advising the pilot lacked sufficient clarity and 
led to conflicting advice to the teachers and class leader and on occasions 
inappropriate challenges to their professional role. 
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• The main  principles of the pilot and the original aims were not adhered to nor 
was progress adequately monitored. 

 
2.7 OUTCOMES  
 
The following evaluation of the children’s progress takes account of the children’s 
performance, severe learning difficulties, the severity of challenging behaviours and 
autism of each, and the degree of their sustained performance over the period of the 
pilot.  
 

• The majority of the children made good initial progress in settling into the 
classroom routines and engaging in the one-to-one activities. 

 
• The majority of the children sustained their improvements in specific 

behaviours; some of the behavioural outbursts or inappropriate behaviours 
(self-injury/aggression) diminished over the pilot but the evidence from the 
centre indicates that progress in all instances was not consistent in the centre 
or at home and a few instances of regression were noted. 

 
• The children made moderate improvements in self-help, daily living, social 

skills and fine motor activities; in a few instances, the achievements were 
noteworthy, for example, in the children’s, tolerance of others. 

 
• Occupational therapy assessments show good progress in fine motor skills for 

one child.  
 

• A minority of the children made limited improvements in communication, 
with one making better progress in listening skills, following instructions and 
completing tasks. 

 
• One child, learning alongside his peers in a mainstream class, developed a 

friendship with another child whose company he enjoys. 
 
3. CONCLUSION  
 
3.1 The inspection found that the pilot project demonstrated a few strengths but 
also important areas for improvement. Even within this small group, the children 
varied noticeably in their achievements, and in the degree of continuing learning and 
behaviour difficulties. The pilot programme did not have the same effect on all of the 
children: the combination of severe learning difficulties, the highly individualistic 
nature of the children’s autism and the varying types and nature of their challenging 
behaviours required a more substantial holistic assessment of need than the 
programme included and consequently, a better choice of supportive strategies to 
address effectively the children’s unique needs. 
 
3.2 One of the most significant aspects of the pilot was the collaborative working 
of the teacher and the ABA class leader. This practice was fundamental to the 
operational effectiveness of the provision.  
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 APPENDIX 
 
LESSONS FROM THE PILOT  
 
The lessons from the pilot indicate that progress is more likely when the following 
key principles of good practice are in place. 
 

• Early intervention. 
 

• Parents are committed and active in supporting the programme. 
 

• Educational and allied therapy support is co-ordinated and mutually 
supportive. 

 
• Procedures and protocols are agreed and implemented in accordance with 

clearly stated roles and responsibilities. 
 

• An intensive one-to-one initial approach which works towards paired and 
small group activities. 

 
• The programme responds to the developing or changing needs of the child and 

is focused on life skills which need to be transferable across home and school.  
 

• An exit strategy is included as an essential aspect of the programme. 
 

• The implementation of the programme is continually monitored and evaluated 
and relevant data is analysed, to inform future planning. 

 
• The advice from outside agencies is consistent. 

 
• Any specialist support offered must work towards the integration of the young 

person with his or her peer group and involvement with as wide a curriculum 
as possible.  

 
• Teachers of children with ASD, severe learning difficulties and challenging 

behaviour, need to develop a wide repertoire of skills and become adept at 
using a range of approaches if they are to address the individual needs of the 
children. 
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