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Introduction  

 

Improving levels of independence is often cited as the primary aim of all educators and parents of special 

school pupils. This research project aims to highlight ways in which we can achieve this objective. Over the 

past 6 months I have carried out a series of pupil observations, spoken to parents, pupils and colleagues and I 

have taught explicit skills to various classes to increase resilience when working independently. I have also 

considered and observed how we may be hindering this process by over helping or taking over during tasks 

and in doing so we create an environment where pupils learn dependency upon adult support. 

What can an independent pupil do? 
Pupil independence may comprise of many different facets. We may consider an independent pupil as one 

who can navigate themselves safely around the school site to and from lessons and in some cases, travel to 

school on public transport. They may be able to access all resources in the classroom to facilitate their 

learning and be self-sufficient in managing their belongings. They may be able to make choices and offer 

opinions, communicating them appropriately. They may be able to socialise, making and keeping friends and 

they may be able to join in with peer led activities when they see fit without adult support or guidance. They 

may be able to regulate and recognise their own emotions and make choices according to how they are 

feeling at any given time. During their learning, they may be able to work alone with persistence and 

resilience until such a point that they recognise that they need help or guidance and they are able to ask for it 

appropriately.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Throughout this research, this final aspect of self-sufficiency and resilience during learning rather than 

continual reliance upon adult support and prompting shall be the major focus. 
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Hypothesis  

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Staff views, beliefs, attitudes and needs 
A good response rate from an initial staff survey suggested that interest was high in this area. As a result, staff 

told me that they could broach difficult discussions with other team members who they thought were over 

helping. Many thought that levels of support were appropriate according to the needs of our pupils, but the 

majority suggested that pupils were over helped during their time at school; 

“Staff tend to help pupils instinctively instead of giving them time to do it for themselves.” 

Time is a key factor when allowing pupils to become independent and we shall revisit this during an 

observation account. Nonetheless the suggestion that we are too eager to jump to the needs of our pupils 

prevailed in many comments along with the thought that we are not willing to allow them to make mistakes 

and indeed; 

“Out of intended care we create a problem”  “Being able to accept failure is part of becoming independent, 

but it is hard to watch that lesson as an adult” 

Our choice to work in a Special School environment is presumably a conscious one. Perhaps to help those who 

need the most help. Our desire to make a difference in a young person’s life and to protect them from 

difficulty, failure or humiliation may override a measured and scaffolded approach to learning within which 

we prepare our students for not knowing or getting things wrong. Indeed, are there times when we help to 

fulfil our own emotional needs as staff? Do we feel better about ourselves if we are actively helping or doing 

something? Are we earning our money and fulfilling our roles only when we are actively engaged with a pupil? 

Perhaps there are occasions when we are all guilty of this.  

Moreover, our own upbringing and experiences will have inevitably shaped our attitudes towards 

independence. Were we left to our own devices as young people with the freedom to learn about life 

ourselves and encouraged to try things, or were we protected and guided at times away from failure or 

disappointment and risk? As professionals, we may need to stifle our own instinctive reactions to making 

mistakes or taking chances to allow the young people in our care to develop with a real sense of their own 

independence. We are in danger of not allowing pupils to develop the psychological resilience and creativity 

required to weather the inevitable pitfalls and difficulties on the road to adulthood. 

Within the highly staffed environment of a Special School, where staff are particularly kind hearted, there 

exists the possibility that any given pupil may travel through their education without being overly challenged, 

exposed to risk or failure and may indeed face far greater difficulties when presented with the unpredictable nature of 

the outside world. 

Adults in Special Schools support pupils too readily 

and frequently and in doing so create a learned 

helplessness amongst pupils which stifles levels of 

independence. 
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Observations 

Reading Egg Challenge 
KS3 class pupils were given a specific computer based task with visual instructions and a definite goal and 

time limit. No support given once task explained and begun. 

Pupils were set a challenge relating to the online reading support programme Reading Eggs. They had to find 

the web page online, log in and complete some of the activities to earn enough points to buy a virtual pet for 

their avatar. Instructions were given visually and verbally at a level that all pupils could access and 

headphones were left out in a box. A reward was offered for the first person to complete the challenge (a box 

of small cakes with enough for each member of the class group). I observed the group with 2 colleagues for 30 

minutes.  

Most pupils could find the website and log in successfully. Some sat and waited and were clearly prompted by 

observing the actions of their peers. Only about a third of the group collected headphones which were 

necessary for the task. Without accessing the audio element, the activity would have relied upon guess work. 

Most pupils could navigate themselves around areas of the website but only 3 had begun to access the 

required points by completing reading based tasks. After 20 minutes student M successfully claimed the prize. 

He declined to share it (and reported the next day that he had eaten all 12 cakes himself before getting 

home!). 

M was clearly motivated by the prize but had all the skills required to succeed independently. His reading skills 

were above average for the group and he was used to navigating websites, as many of the pupils were. He 

was prepared to try different activities until he realised the ones from which he could recoup points (this was 

not obvious) and he then repeated this process. He kept fully focussed on the task and didn’t communicate 

with anyone else. In short, he showed resilience, confidence, motivation, initiative and determination backed 

up with an underlying ability and experience of using IT. To improve the levels of independence of our pupils, 

these are some of the key skills and experiences we need to provide them with. 

Design Technology observation 
A group of KS3 pupils were making pendants to take home for themselves or a family member.  

There were several carefully managed risks during the process (a small kiln for firing and a variety of tools and 

powders with which to decorate the pendant). Although there was some level of risk, TA propensity to take 

over was high. A student had difficulty punching a dent into the soft metal to prepare for a hole to be made. 

Instead of being allowed to fail or practise his skills on a spare sample, the hammer was taken almost 

immediately from his hand, the punch mark made by the TA and then the pendant was swiftly handed back to 

him. This pattern continued as the glazing powder was administered onto the pendant by the TA and it was 

transferred to and from the glazing kiln as the student looked on. At the end of the day the student showed 

me the pendant that he was going to take home and give to his mum. 

There will be times when the finished article is all we are looking for and the pupil in question was very happy 

with the new present he had to deliver home. But at best he had seen how pendants are made rather than 

playing any meaningful role in their construction. There were no apparent disabilities preventing him from 

successfully completing any of the stages he observed. The only factors at play were health and safety, time 

and an immediate and sustained desire on the part of the TA to ensure that this student finished the task 

successfully. Which skills had the student learned?  Would he be any better equipped to perform the task again 

in the future? Had he been given any time or opportunity to practise any of these separate skills in isolation? 

Perhaps he had learned that someone will do it for me if I struggle? 
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Early morning preparations observation - a question of time. 
Pupils arrived first thing in the morning at the Post 16 bungalow and I focussed my attention on student R.  

She placed her belongings on the main table in the room and looked around. She seemed to be making sense 

of a huge amount of visual and auditory information in the room as other pupils engaged with staff and each 

other. After some 5 minutes or so she took off her coat and took it to her hook, stopping on the way to look at 

a tiny object on the floor. She returned to her bag and stopped again to listen to the sounds around her. She 

unzipped her bag, took out her planner and placed it on the desk. She stopped again for a considerable 

amount of time. She took her bag to her locker, stopping and waiting behind pupils in front of her, until after 

approximately 15 minutes she had completed her early morning tasks and was ready to join the group.  

R had organised her belongings completely independently. She hadn’t been prompted or guided in any way by 

staff. She hadn’t missed out on any learning time due to the relaxed atmosphere and ethos. But are we always 

able to offer our pupils unlimited time to complete tasks on their own? It appears that time is a critical factor 

when learning the skills of independence. In the busy and ever -changing landscape of education, time is the 

one thing we have very little of. Timetabled transitions between one key activity and then the next inevitably 

restrict our pupils’ chances of learning independence at their own rate. There are times when activities must 

end, lunchtime must begin, we must get on or off the bus, but perhaps we should consider time management 

when we are hoping that our pupils learn new skills with true levels of independence.  

To tie up my own shoe laces I need to have successfully witnessed, practiced and perfected many skills. I need 

to have been motivated to do so and resilient enough not to give up during the difficult stages. I need to have 

been afforded time to get things wrong and do things better. I need to have practiced the same skills 

repeatedly until they have become fixed. Even now I need to be able to adapt these skills if my laces become 

untied or are different from a previous pair. If these are key skills for my development, I will need time for 

each of these stages. 

Numeracy task 
During numeracy session pupils were tasked with investigating the addition of odd and even numbers. After 

an initial explanation, the pupils were left completely to their own devices 

 Many pupils indicated during and after the activity that the process was “stressful, confusing and made me 

nervous”. Some could not understand why no support was being given. Some were completely at a loss as 

how to proceed.  

A KS3 pupil appeared to ask for adult support during most lessons. A series of observations over time 

suggested that K was unwilling to perform tasks independently, often unsure of himself and his own abilities 

and he would use a variety of strategies to avoid, postpone and delay during learning opportunities. In 

isolation, each minor break in his learning (asking for a drink, going to the toilet, creating a level of social 

engagement with an adult, asking for help, approaching another pupil, finding an off- task activity) was 

insignificant but when added together a firm pattern was obvious. I spoke to K and his mother about this and 

set about teaching him some explicit skills to support his learning. During the Annual Review, it was clear that 

K’s mother did almost everything for him at home and she enjoyed this role. She explained that she couldn’t 

help herself and her mother had done the same for her. K was the youngest child in the family. In class K 

appeared to attempt to replicate this relationship with the female TA. In his previous main stream setting K 

had lacked confidence in literacy and he had tended to avoid working in this subject. His mother was aware of 

this and she was very keen to protect him from embarrassment and harm. Even when pupils are asked to 

learn on their own explicitly, it can be difficult for us to rebuff a kindly request for support. K was highly skilled 

in eliciting this level of support.  
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Teaching independence skills 

With thoughts about K in my mind I attempted to teach explicit learning skills with two classes.  

The academic focus was phonic and spelling based activities but the teaching and learning focus and feedback was 

based upon how to work as independently as possible. Work or learning time was limited initially to 15 minutes only, 

with learning advice first and a review of successes and difficulties at the end. TAs were instructed to not intervene at all 

initially to ensure that pupils had at least attempted to absorb and decipher a task. They were then prompted to offer 

pointers or suggestions rather than answers, so that the pupils were still engaged in the learning process. 

It took a few sessions to get this to work. Pupils were puzzled as to why there was little or no adult help available. It took 

a few attempts to get the groups to settle completely and to begin to work in near silence and to maximize their output. 

The onus was placed back upon the pupils. You choose where you sit and with whom to be as effective as possible. In 

time, some pupils moved away from their friends or sat in an individual bay, so that they could concentrate. During the 

review process at the end, they all agreed that they could work harder if it was quiet. During subsequent sessions most 

of the pupils were silent. In one particularly lively group, this 15 minute working session became an oasis of calm in 

amongst quite a challenging year, where learning opportunities were limited.  

During the explicit deconstruction of the learning and 

working process we looked at specific issues; 

 Where is the best place for me to work and learn?  

 Who would I be best advised to sit next to / not sit 

next to? 

 What do I do if I don’t understand what is required of 

me? 

 Where can I look for information to help me? 

 How do I scan for clues, information and answers? 

 Do I have to complete all tasks in order? 

 Can I miss something out and come back to it? 

 Is it OK to guess an answer? 

 Is it OK if I make a mistake? 

 Can I ask a friend for help? 

 Can I ask an adult for help? 

 What do I do if I have finished and everyone else is 

still working? 

At the end of each session I would feedback with my own 

honest observations of the group with a mixture of positive comments and areas to improve upon and by and large, 

most pupils made improvements.  

Some pupils found these sessions challenging initially. Some did very little work as they simply stopped and didn’t ask 

for help at all. Others found it difficult to be independent as they required almost constant feedback (usually pupils with 

attachment issues who looked for feedback and reassurance). Others were clearly less resilient and gave up. Some tried 

to seek support and help before they had even worked out what was required of them, indicating habitual behaviour. 

Some made very literal or direct assumptions with prescriptive worksheets (mainly but not exclusively pupils with ASD) 

so their answers looked logical in terms of the layout of the task but the meaning of their answers was nonsensical. 

Some pupils found it difficult when I presented them with work which was (deliberately) quite challenging and out of 

their comfort zone. 

Each week we explored these difficulties and misconceptions and each week the pupils made progress. Clearly the 

building of resilience and confidence takes time but I felt that both groups were making positive steps towards 

independent learning. 
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How do we promote independence now? 
There are structures in school which celebrate and promote pupil independence already; 

 Classrooms are set up with independence in mind. Pupils can access labelled resources freely and provision is 

made for them to organise their belongings. 

 Pupils are encouraged to be school guides when members of the public or prospective pupils look around. 

 Pupils are elected to be members of the school council or rights respecting school’s council. 

 Pupils are encouraged to take on extra-curricular activities such as the Jubilee Challenge. 

 Pupils are encouraged to stay away from home for at least 1 night during annual residential trips. 

 Pupils are to be selected to become Head Boy and Head Girl next year, with a variety of responsibilities. 

 Pupils are rewarded with certificates to celebrate any progress they have made towards independence. 

 There is a gradual shift in focus from some staff towards planning with rather than for their pupils, encouraging 

independence in learning styles. 

How can we promote independence in the future? 
 Teaching specific skills to enable learners to cope with the challenges of education, which deal with the process 

rather than the content. 

 Creating a learning environment which 

allows for failure, trial and error and the 

building of resilience and persistence. 

 Creating tasks which can be pupil led, 

presented in a variety of styles which offer 

freedom and choice. 

 Providing learning opportunities which rely 

upon and promote a notion of initiative. 

 Allowing realistic amounts of time for pupils 

to practice and master new skills. 

 Making group and individual observations to 

assess real levels of independence and 

recording these in a way which allows us to 

build upon them in the same way that we 

promote academic progress. 

 Providing timetabled sessions when adults 

offer no support, to ensure that our 

assessments of progress are real and robust. 

 Making a conscious and concerted effort to 

supress what may be our human instincts 

when supporting pupils and allowing them 

to make errors and learn for themselves. 

 Communicating with parents and agreeing specific skills relating to independence which can be focussed on at 

home and at school. 

 Making more of the residential opportunities in school, allowing for a targeted progression in independence in 

terms of activities and pupil led planning including financial and travel arrangements. 

If it is our shared goal for pupils to leave school equipped with the skills to support their independence, perhaps these 

abilities need to have a higher profile within our curriculum. Perhaps we need to adjust our focus from academic 

content towards generic life skills which will help a young person thrive in a variety of situations in the future after 

school. Perhaps we should consciously place pupils in situations (within a safe and familiar environment) when they are 

forced to become more resilient, more resourceful, to develop and use their initiative and take their own steps on the 

road to independence. 


