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INTRODUCTION

Portsmouth Down Syndrome Association (Portsmouth strategies. The service is delivered by experienced teachers
DSA) provides one of the UK’s leading specialist education and speech and language specialists who work exclusively

services and training programmes which supports the with individuals with Down syndrome, and at its core,
successfulinclusion of pupils from nursery to further offers a programme of termly outreach, with time devoted
education. Since its inception almost fifteen years ago, to pupil observations, staff consultations and both in-
Portsmouth DSA’s Specialist Education Advisory Service house and off-site training. Training in the specific learning
has worked with 100s of nursery, school and post-16 profile associated with Down syndrome and proven Down
settings and routinely works in over 100 settings at one syndrome specific interventions, including support around
time. Portsmouth DSA’s flagship Advisory Service was transition, provision planning, and alternative accreditations
devised by educationalists and academics with expertise to enable immersive inclusion at Key Stage 4, are pivotal to
in Down syndrome, using research-based evidence and the work we do with our mainstream schools.

ROSE

- the value of an enhanced transition process

Mainstream Secondary Provision at St Edmund’s RC School, Portsmouth
Currently Year 7

Primary Years — a collaborative approach

Rose lives with her parents and siblings and has attended mainstream settings through her educational journey so far.
Rose’s family have been very focused on her achieving full inclusion into mainstream society and fundamentally believe
that when the provision is right, and the learning is scaffolded that huge progress can be made.

Rose has always been a sociable person and enjoys school, engaging well with her peers. She likes to do things with her
two younger sisters and younger brother, and especially enjoys going away camping in the family caravan and family movie
nights, with pizza, ice cream and cartoons. She loves events where there is dancing and parties with the wider family. On a
Sunday, Rose is an Altar Server and came third in the Altar Server of the Year awards, for her attendance and good service.
Her friends and family describe her as a kind girl, but she can get emotionally stuck when she is tired or if things are not
how she thinks they need to be. It can be difficult for her to move on in these moments, but she responds much better to
leading rather than ‘reasoning’.

www.portsmouthdsa.org | Registered Charity Number 1147355




Pupils with Down syndrome have a very specific learning profile which presents differently from a global

developmental delay. It’s what’s described as a ‘spiky’ profile: there are real strengths, such as the

pupil’s ability to use their visual memory to process and retain information so as to underpin learning and
communication. There are challenges too, which vary in presentation from individual to individual but which
can include a degree of:

I gross and fine motor skill challenges

I perceptual challenges, such as poorer visual acuity than typically developing peers, and the potential for hearing
loss or fluctuating hearing levels

I auditory processing challenges, which makes it harder for children and young people with Down syndrome to
process and retain information they hear

Getting to know the specifics of the pupil’s learning profile is really important as it enables the Portsmouth DSA’s Specialist
Education Advisory Service to build a sense of the child’s precise profile of strengths and degrees of challenge. Teaching
to these strengths and developing a range of simple teaching and learning strategies to help compensate for some of the
challenges is critical for a successful placement. Pupils with Down syndrome can quickly find themselves overloaded

if too much is being asked of their working memory, for instance if they are having to listen to and process a lot of verbal
lesson content. Offering simple visual learning strategies and breaking tasks down so as to avoid multi-tasking, for
instance, will make a positive impact on learning. Helping staff to build skill and confidence in this respect is central to

the work of the Advisory Service. The process is one with broader benefits too: schools who have worked with the Advisory
Service to maximise access to lesson content for their pupils with Down syndrome, report that the same strategies have a
tangible, positive impact on other learners across the student body.

Rose’s immersion in her school settings has also had positive impact on her social skills, friendships and social
communication. She has always been incredibly popular with her peers and she enjoys and values the time that she
spends working alongside them. She is keen to communicate with others and she is able to use spoken language to
articulate her thoughts and feelings. Rose is able to contribute to peer and group discussions and enjoys being given
responsibility as it makes her feel valued within the group. Staff in both settings enabled Rose’s progress with routine use
of a range of simple visual strategies which play to the strength of Rose’s learning profile and enable her to feel secure and
successfulin her learning. She benefits greatly when visuals are used to support the spoken word, for instance. By the end
of her Primary years, she had made good progress in her capacity to sustain focus in class, particularly when her work is
appropriately scaffolded.

Transition planning

St Edmund’s Roman Catholic Schoolis a large mainstream secondary school, used to high attainment. It is a faith school
and embraced the belief that Rose should have the same opportunities as her peers to learn, make friends and to be
happy. It was an ethos which impressed her family, as it echoed that shared by her Primary school and had enabled Rose
to thrive.

“We wanted Rose to go to St Edmund'’s as we wanted her to have the experience of being part of a wider faith
community in which prayer, worship and service is at the heart of the community. We visited St Edmunds and felt

this was the case.”

Richard Murphy - Parent
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Transition planning was highly collaborative process, with teams from the primary school and the secondary school
liaising very closely through Year 6, but working in close partnership too with the Advisory Service, with an Educational
Psychologist and a specialist Speech and Language Therapist (SLT), all of whom were already very familiar with Rose.
Rose’s steady progress around speech and language evidences the critical importance of having a good SLT package

in place throughout the pupil’s education and not just in the early years. As Rose approached Key stage 2, for instance,
the language being used within the classroom naturally became more complex: having a dedicated SLT practitioner who
provide a bespoke SLT programme for Rose was a vital element in ensuring she continued to feel at ease and engaged

in the mainstream classroom. Of particular impact so far has been her programme’s focus on supporting her to process
and retain longer verbal instructions; to expand her sight and receptive vocabulary (the words she was able to read and
understand); to process more nuanced communication, including non-literal language such as idioms. A specialist SLT
programme, incorporated into her routine by teaching and support staff, has facilitated Rose’s success as a learner, and
as she moves forward, will remain critical in helping her build meaningful friendships and to develop her self-help skills.

Along with having advocated for an on-going and regular SLT input, Rose’s parents have long been advocates for the
Advisory Service’s role in supporting Rose.

“Rose benefits from Portsmouth DSA’s specialist support. This is both direct to her, group work out of school and
indirect through training of school staff and support to design the curriculum.”

Richard Murphy - Parent

A key element of the Advisory Service’s work during the transition process focussed on helping the Secondary school
staff to develop expertise in the areas that Rose may need additional support. Enabling the teaching and support team to
develop a working understanding of Rose’s specific learning profile was the starting point, along with a look at a range of
simple but effective teaching and learning strategies to enable her access to whole-class lesson content.

This collaboration proved to be a highly successful foundation for Rose’s transition to St Edmund’s. The initial challenge
facing the receiving school was to consider how to make reasonable adjustments to teaching and learning strategies

in the classroom, and to adjust their assessment criteria, so as to support a student with literacy and numeracy needs
which differed from their typical, high-achieving intake. The staff are highly skilled practitioners but even with their vast
experience, they were open and honest about the challenges they faced, and about the sense of responsibility they felt
to ensure that everything they did to support Rose was of the highest quality. Naturally, they felt nervous and initially
questioned whether they would be able to support Rose to be successful across her Secondary education.

The SENCo quickly built a close working relationship with the Advisory Service from the earliest stages of the transition
process, asking lots of questions and actively seeking support, insight, and training. These frank conversations are all too
often avoided in the early stages by trepidatious Secondary teams, but in fact, as this process demonstrated, where staff
are enabled to express whatever is concerning them, it can be highly beneficial. In this instance, it allowed the Advisory
Service to allay some of the SENCo’s initial concerns, and to begin address others with practical advice and strategy. Over
the summer term of Year 6, working in collaboration with both the primary school and the Secondary SENCo, a bespoke
support package was planned, focussing on supporting the staff at St Edmund’s to increase their expertise and gain
confidence around accessible task-setting to support Rose’s immersive inclusion across the curriculum.

Support management considerations formed a key focus of this early support package from the Advisory Service. In
primary school itis common for pupils to have one full-time or two part-time teaching assistants (TAs) working with them
throughout the year. Whilst this works well at primary, a different approach is needed in secondary settings. Right from the

www.portsmouthdsa.org | Registered Charity Number 1147355




start, Year 7 pupils find themselves in a very different world from that which they were used to at primary school and their
needs will change and evolve as they move through and develop in maturity. Typically, Secondary school pupils with Down
syndrome work with a larger number of teaching assistants, sometimes attached to faculties, for instance, so that they
can develop subject specialisms. It was essential that the transition prepared Rose for this.

“Rose was initially anxious about saying goodbye to her teaching assistant and friends. St Edmund’s was also
initially anxious as they had not had a student with Down syndrome before...However, St Edmund’s was excellent
and offered a number of visits when Rose was in Year 6. Rose was anxious about these but quickly began to look
forward to them and the treat of an ice-cream afterwards.”

Richard Murphy - Parent

Lesson change time was another aspect the Advisory Service spent time helping the Secondary team to think carefully
aboutin advance of Rose starting in Year 7: it’s a big part of what makes the first term so different from their primary
experience, and for some pupils with Down syndrome this can be problematic if it’s not planned for. Lots of pupils with
Down syndrome can experience sensory processing challenges — information reaching the brain from sound, light or
movement, for instance, isn’t processed in the same way it would be in typically developing peers. This can result in
sensory dysregulation — an experience which feels like overload, and which can see the pupil need to sit or lie down, or
else to run, forinstance, in order to cope with or avoid their immediate environment.

Rose’s primary education hadn’t been negatively affected by any sensory behaviours prior to transition, but it was
important to plan for any potential impact prior to transition. The sheer size of the building and the student body within

a mainstream Secondary is an entirely new prospect. Moving through a busy corridor at change of lesson time can leave

a pupil with Down syndrome feeling disoriented or overwhelmed, leaving them needing time to regulate before they are
ready to sit and learn. The team needed a simple but effective strategy to enable Rose to move around the school site
safely and with minimal sensory processing pressures. With that in mind, they ensured all teaching and support staff
were aware that Rose would routinely pack away and leave class 5 minutes before the bellin every lesson, enabling her to
navigate the corridors when they were quieter and at her own pace.

Rose’s first experience of transition came in Year 5, in the form of a visit to the new school with her parents for an Open
Event. Following this, at the start of Year 6, a meeting was attended by both school teams, Rose’s parents and by external
agencies, to formulate an early plan for an enhanced transition. This involved a range of strategies to support Rose and the
receiving staff through the process. Among these strategies were:

I More frequent visits to the school - initially with a familiar TA then gradually introducing St Edmunds’ staff

I An opportunity for the SENCo from St Edmund’s to observe Rose in her Year 6 classroom and for both teams to share
effective strategies and resources to ensure a degree of familiarity and consistency for Rose in Year 7

I The creation of a Pupil Profile, outlining key facts about Rose, for example: details about her mobility needs
(needing to leave lessons early to move at her own pace between lessons for instance); information about how Rose
communicates; the importance of visual strategies to support spoken word; the need for adults to pause after asking
her a question so as to allow her extra processing time; using the checklist template with which she was already
familiar (all staff and TAs needed a laminated version); and making a more pro-active plan for her to visit the toilet.

I Time for Rose to acclimatise herself to the toilets - Rose needed to know where they are and what they look like. She
needed repeated opportunities to use the toilet during transition visits
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I An equipment check - ensuring for instance that the high stools in the Science
and Technology labs were safe for Rose to sit on, as they were much higher
than the chairs in her primary school

I A site access check, ensuring that Rose was safe to travel up and down the
stairs and that she could use the hand rails safely

I A plan for her to meet the staff from the school’s student services and introduce

herself so that they can start to build a relationship with her

I An opportunity for Rose to join a class, observed by key members of the secondary
team, so that they could get an early sense of her learning behaviours

I The creation of a visual transition booklet which could be referenced throughout the summer both at home
and at her primary school, playing to her visual strengths

I The inclusion of a series of photos of the Dining Hall, Science Lab, Assembly Hall, Gym, Sports Hall: not only
would these rooms be new to her, they tend to be very different spaces at a Secondary school than they are
typically at Primary

I Time getting to know what the uniform and PE kit looked like and felt like to change into, and to see whether any
adaptations needed to be made before the start of term

I The provision of a sample timetable before the end of Year 6, to give her time to get used to what a timetable is,
how it might look, and for her to start to get to know and recognise the visual symbols which would be used to
denote the different lessons

I Photos of any key members of staff so that she can start to learn their names during the transition and can refer
back to it during the summer holidays

I A plan where will Rose go at lunch time - including planned social opportunities
I Time to share Makaton signs, which Rose used occasionally when she felt that she wasn’t being understood
I The chance for her to walk the route from the main door to her tutor room

I The chance for Rose to show staff some of her Year 6 work to the new team

Transition visits

Initially Rose was accompanied on her transition visits by her Year 6 learning support assistant (LSA), to help her become
familiar with her new school. These visits often involved a tour, looking at classrooms and saying hello to staff as she
passed them in the corridor. Rose often took photographs of rooms so that she could refer back to them and she could
discuss it with her LSA when she was back at her Primary school. This was also important for when Rose had questions,
these could be answered immediately and the photos were used to visually support the spoken word.

As the transition visits increased and Rose became more familiar with the new setting and became more confident with
the staff, she visited without her LSA and spent time with her new Secondary Teaching Assistants (TAs), so she could get
a sense of what her days would be like in September. Building relationships with the new team was essential, not only to
support Rose with transition but also to give the new team a better understanding of her communication needs and to
develop a sense of how best to support her. Working with external professionals, such as her SLT and the Advisory Service

team, and seeking their advice, was also key to Rose’s successful transition.



“When | visited | saw a swimming pool and | wanted to use it. It wasn’t that deep.
| knew where things were because | visited.”

Rose Murphy

Over the next 3 months the time Rose spent on site at the Secondary school for each visit increased in length to allow

her to experience social times, purchase food from the dining hall and navigate her way around the building with growing
confidence. By the end of the summer term, she was skilfully navigating her way around the school site, despite it having
many different buildings and she knew the names of several members of staff. By the summer break, Rose was very much
looking forward to starting at St Edmund’s Catholic School and this was due to the commitment and belief of the SENCo in
providing an enhanced transition and for working so brilliantly with the Advisory Service.

“The whole process has been supported by the Portsmouth Down Syndrome Association who have provided
outreach advice, assessment and support throughout. They also offered free training for teachers and teaching
assistants. This is vital as staff may not have experience of how to support people with Down syndrome.”

Richard Murphy - parent

Rose was very excited but slightly nervous for her first day of Year 7. She wore her uniform with pride and staff were there
to greet her as she arrived. Her teachers were all aware that she needed to be sat at the front of the classroom with a clear
view of the board and she was immersed with verbally confident peers. The benefits of the enhanced transition were so
evident during the first few days of term. Rose was able to show her peers around and she had an added confidence that
would not have been there had she not had additional visits.

“l was still worried about not making friends, but | made friends. I like my friends and I like my TAs. | have my own
pink timetable and know where to go. | like to choose and buy my food. | used my thumb.”

Rose Murphy

Avisual timetable was created for her so she could
independently see which lessons she had, and she was
familiar with many members of staff. Again she was able to
share this with her peers.

As for the early nerves felt by the teaching and support team at
St Edmund’s, they were to prove short-lived, overcome largely by
their forward planning. Today, the inclusive ethos at the school
is palpable from the moment you enter the building. Rose’s

successful transition is testament to the time and dedication
of the staff team around her, several of whom attended the
Advisory Service’s training events before Rose had even started at the school, committed to deepening their knowledge to
work towards the success of the placement. The team’s willingness to work collaboratively with external agencies showed
that they recognised the value of on-going support in ensuring the successful inclusion of students like Rose within the

mainstream.
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The Advisory Service cannot praise the staff and the SENCo at St Edmund’s highly enough. Their willingness to trust
the Service and to implement an extensive and resource-heavy transition, evidenced their commitment to a truly
inclusive ethos and a determination to provide the best experience for every student at the school. The staff embrace
the importance of functional identity to ensure a pupil’s inherent sense of belonging to the community of the school:
for a young person to be given the opportunity, often, to be relied upon and to feel useful plays a really powerful role in
underpinning self-esteem. It’s often a missing part of the experience of moving through adolescence as a pupil with
disability, but it is very much part of Rose’s experience at St Edmund’s.

Rose’s primary and secondary schools have both been dedicated to providing a truly immersive experience of inclusion;
their collaborative approach to transition, supported by the Advisory Service, enabled Rose to move between phases
feeling safe, confident and familiar with her new environment. Halfway through her Year 7, Rose is already fully immersed
in the life of the school, navigating her way around independently and absolutely loving being part of the school
community. She is hoping to take on a student leadership role and she is enjoying the social aspect of being in Year 7.
The staff have provided excellent support in spite of the challenges they’ve encountered along the way; their willingness
to work alongside external agencies and to trust and embrace the advice they have been given, has been laudable
throughout. There is no doubt that Rose will continue to flourish and be successful at St Edmund’s.

“Overall, Rose is doing very well at the new school and we are delighted she is part of the faith community there.
Saying that, the school is still getting to know us, and Rose is getting to know them. There have been moments
when Rose can get stuck and is unable and or unwilling to move on. This can create difficulties, but everyone is
working together to manage this effectively.”

Richard Murphy - Parent
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