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Special Needs Support Services in Europe

A questionaire based discussion

August Dens

PMS-Centre for Special Needs Education

Leuven, Belgium

Three working groups, each composed of Flemish and European participants, dealt with the nature and the role of support services in the different member‑sta​tes. A certain mumber of items were furthermore developed and discussed.

	PRIVATE 
 

         * 
Description of the Psycho‑Medico‑Social Centres

  


‑ who are they?

  


‑ personnel composition

  


‑ multidisciplinary character


* 
Contents of support and assistance

  


‑ the target group : pupils, teachers, parents, ...

  


‑ what is offered : orientation, advice, ...


* 
The pupils as target group

  


‑ all pupils

  


‑ some pupils, which ones, % ?

  


‑ and the others, do they need help?


* 
Relationship with the school

  


‑ autonomy of operation

  


‑ cooperation

  


‑ responsibility


* 
Evaluation instruments

  


‑ psycho‑diagnostic tests

  


‑ evaluating pupils <‑> evaluating tasks

  


‑ other instruments


* 
Theoretical model as a basic element of support

  


‑ examining children with problems

  


‑ examining the situation, school, teachers


* 
Personnel training

  


‑ requirements

  


‑ possibilities




‑ offer


The results of the discussions were presented by a reporter from each group. We summarized those three reports in a few themes. 

Theme 1 : Support services as a system

A description of the support services in the different member‑states resulted in an enormous diversity as to the role, the function and the evolution of the support services.

Generally speaking, two structures can be distinguished. The first one mainly aims at the support to individual children, which can possibly be one of the basic elements of school support, even if this is not considered as a specific task of the support services. In the second structure (curricu​lum model), the school takes the responsibility for the provisions to all pupils, thereby assisted by special services. The stress is put on education and teaching in stead of on diagnosis and support, and there is a shift from considering pupils towards ensuring an effective educational offer.

The discussions showed us that this second structure was present in many countries, whereas Belgium seemed to be one of the few countries in which the first structure seemed to be prevalent.

Within this curriculum model, several other approaches arose. In some coun​tries (amongst others Denmark), support services especially consider the system rather than the individual pupils. In other countries (e.g. Spain), the activities are based on the two systems.

The Flemish participants highlighted the interest for a system based on the two structures. The problem is however that Flemish schools are not allowed to follow an approach based on a system, whereas we are dealing with an appro​ach which is often followed and which is considered as an essential element of pedagogic activities for the pupils. This approach is implemented by pedagogic support services, and cooperation between both services is not at all develo​ped.

Theme 2 : Focus on support and assistance

The different groups expressed the following opinion : support and assistan​ce must not only aim at (problems of) individual pupils, but at the school, a system which is favorable to all pupils, without making a distinction between individual characteristics or differences.

Some pupils (a minority) will however need permanent support and assistan​ce, which must be provided in the context of shared responsibilities of all tea​chers.

Theme 3 : Curriculum adjustments

Several countries start from the principle that most of the problems children are dealing with, can be solved in the context of ordinary education. There​for educational and curriculum adjustments are necessary. This process of adjus​ting will only be successful when the problem is not shifted to others but when it is dealt with in the framework of the internal school organisati​on. It may also be necessary to reevaluate the teacher's task description and the underlying educational concept.

Assistance should therefor focus on the way in which education is provided and on curriculum support rather than on aspects such as disorders, diagnosis and treatment.

Assistance and support must be close to the pupil. The teacher is the first responsible person in this process, but he must benefit from the necessary support, inside and outside the school. The instruments which are available to achieve this objective, do not have to be divided equally throughout the school. An extra investment in the age group from 5 to 8 seems to be succes​sful.

The different groups also stressed the importance of an internal body in the school, assisting and coordinating support and assistance to feable children. Without this internal coordinator, external help can not function properly.

Theme 4 : Autonomy and responsibility

A school relationship requires a clear structure of responsibilities. Clear agreements about who is going to take up which responsibility must be made. Many countries focus on the complete responsibility of the school and the teacher, warning us that schools sometimes systematically shift their respon​sibilities to support services.

The autonomous position of the support service, as it is considered by the Flemish PMS‑centres as being indispensable, goes along with the way in which this cooperation is organised. If it (partially or not) focuses on pupils, it is seen as a condition. In other countries as well, tensions arise between close cooperation and independence. If support aims at the school as a system, this aspect loses its importance. In the Netherlands e.g., there is an evolu​tion towards offering ALL the available instruments to the schools, who then have to select the instruments they need for their support and assis​tance.

Theme 5 : Staff training

Specialists' training in support services is organised differently depending on the role they assume towards the school. During the evolution of support services, the need of other accents in training manifested itself. Whereas a pupil oriented approach aims at psycho‑diagnostic qualities, a system oriented approach demands qualities in the field of curriculum assistance and support, cooperation with and assistance of the team, ... . These elements are not always available as yet in the basic training and are provided by in‑service trainings and different kinds of other trainings.           

Reflections in a European context (inspired by Dr S. Hegarty)

The purpose in these closing remarks is to set out some of the key ideas relating to support services that have run through our discussions over the past few days. There has been a great deal of detailed discussion, and this has been summarised excellently by the rapporteurs. What I shall do is endea​vour to sketch out a conceptual framework within which to locate support services.

There is a preliminary point to be made about diversity. Support services in our different countries operate in very different contexts, so far as educati​onal, cultural and socio-economic variables are concerned. If we were starting out to establish support services for special educational needs, it is unlike​ly that we would start here! However, this is where we are. The fact that support services for special educational needs are located in multi-faceted contexts means that change must be sought at a system level. There are good reasons for the diversity that exists, and if these are not recogni​sed and adressed in efforts to restructure services, it is unlikely that efforts at reform will be effective or durable.

These considerations force us back to basics and in particular to the questi​on: who is responsible for children's schooling? (I am leaving aside here the debate about the division of responsibility between parents and institutions outside the home; parents clearly have the ultimate responsibility, but in complex, industrialised societies they discharge much of this responsibility through social institutions). 

This question can be answered in different ways, and indeed is answered in different ways in our countries, and this determines the nature of the provision made. My view is that the school, and within it the class teacher, is responsible for children's schooling. That is true for all children, inclu​ding those with the most severe and complex handicapping conditions. If this is accepted as a working principle, it has major implica​tions for the nature and operation of support services.

It must be acknowledged first, however, that schools need to make effective special educational provision before they can take on this responsibility in an effective manner. The nature of effective special educational provision has been well documented and includes appropriate curriculum and pedagogy as well as relevant expertise on the part of staff.

While these are demanding requirements for ordinary schools, it should be remembered that there are very many schools in different countries which are making special educational provision in this way. The fact that it is happe​ning on a wide scale is a serious challenge to those who should say that it is not realistic for teachers in ordinary schools to provide high quality educa​tion for pupils with special educational needs.

The relevance of this to support services is that they will be constrained to relate to schools in a certain way if schools do not have good special educa​tional provision. The analogy has been drawn of support services as opera​ting an ambulance service where staff are charged with removing the corpses so that the teacher can get on with te battle!

The odd way in which 'support' is used in special education should be noted. In most other areas supporters are seen as secondary to the impor​tant people, viz the perfomers, and support services are seen as subsidiary to the core operation. Take management for instance. The managing director af a company relies upon various supporting specialists -engineers, accoun​tants, lawyers, systems analysts and so on - in order to do his/her job. The managing director remains in charge, however, even though in many cases those provi​ding support are far more expert in certain areas. The reason this view does not prevail in education could well have something to do with the self-image of teachers but, whatever the reasons, it is a problem that needs to be addres​sed.

What role then is there for support services in special education? Without going back over the detail which we have had examined so thoroughly in the course of the seminar, I want to suggest two key considerations:

1.
The support service must be subsidiary to the school's effort, even if the school wants the support service to take over certain functions. Where the school is not yet able to discharge its responsibilities fully, the orientation of the support service should be to build up their skills and enable them to discharge these responsibilities rather than take them over and carry them out itself.

2.
The support service must see schools and teachers as their client rather than individual pupils. Instead of withdrawing pupils for individual work with teachers on defining problems, devising ways of resolving them and jointly monitoring progress. They should move from a concern with the learning problems of particular pupils to a broader engagement with the school and its policies and practices in respect of special educati​onal provision.

It may be noted here that there is a significant support role that special schools can carry out. They frequently have the very expertise that their colleagues in ordinary schools lack and are very well placed to provide productive support in terms of clarifying the diagnosis of individuals' problems and working out ways of meeting them. They are also well placed to relate to teachers in ordinary schools on a colleague-to-colleague basis. Special schools have traditionally been reluctant to work in this outreach way  which would allow them to do so, but there is an increasing body of suggestive practice in this area. There is an considerable potential for further develop​ment. These considerations pose various issues that must be considerd in the future development of support services.

1.
Training and professional development are necessary for all parties. Clearly, ordinary schools need to develop appropriate attitudes and skills if they are to provide better education for the full range of pupils with special needs. More particularly, staff from support servi​ces need to develop skills of working with adults and being part of a collaborative team where they have not acquired this skills already. The traditional training of support teachers was geared toward working with individual children, and those services that have moved toward working with the school as a client have had to develop appropriate skills on the job. It is important that these skills be incorporated into the initial training of those who would work in support services.

2.
The relationship between support services and schools needs to be clarified. Issues to be worked out here include how the school is to gain access to the support service, how the mode of working is to be agreed and how the inevitable conflicts are to be resolved. Running through all of these is the question of power: who has the authority to decide when negotiation is exhausted.

3.
A linked issue is how support services are to be funded. This in turn is part of the bigger issue of how extra resources are allocated to ordina​ry schools in respect of special educational needs. The traditional model has been a centralist one where a central authority decides on the amounts to be given to the different schools. There are experiments in various coun​tries now with giving much more autonomy to ordinary schools and in the extreme cases giving them total control over budgets with the freedom to purchase, or not to purchase, support services from outside. This is clearly a very siginificant issue for the future of support services and needs to be adressed in an open-minded but constructive way.

4.
The failure of the various support services that impinge on children with special educational needs and their families has been regularly documen​ted. Improvements have clearly been made but there is still much to do in terms of the services collaborating, sharing information, trying to develop a common language and above all developing an aware​ness of how they impact on individual children and families.

To conclude, there is a stark conclusion to be drawn from the enormous diver​sity of practice in our different countries: there is no reason why the existing structure of support services in any one of our countries should continue to exist. History may explain the present but it does not underwrite the future. My view is that the only defensible position for support services in special education is one where they

- 
take on a subsidiary role to the ordinary school

- 
which is based in high levels of appropriate expertise and

- 
takes as a client the school rather than the individual pupil

Conclusions for the Flemish Education System (A. Dens)

It is clear that the role of the PMS centres in promoting inclusive education only becomes evident when absolute priority is given to assistance and support with pupils confronted with specific learning problems. The question is whether this is true in practice. Too often, we try to support and assist ALL pupils so that we no longer know whether there is still enough time left for support to pupils with learning problems. Should we not pretend that within the priority plan, many pupils in ordinary education do not need PMS centres?

The concrete school situation in the Flanders justifies the autonomous exis​tence of PMS centres. In function of the efficient assistance and support autonomy needs to be relativized. PMS activities cannot be developed from an ivory tower, neither can they be based on the slogan of independence. Collabo​ration with the school, based on shared responsibilities, must be focussed. It is obvious that consultation and clear agreements are indispen​sable in this field.

Starting from our desire to offer efficient support and assistance to children with learning problems in order to allow them to participate legitimately to school activities, we find that we often invest too much and too quickly in the question "where" we should place a pupil; therefor we forget to ask ourselves "what" needs to be done to solve the problems. In this respect, much can be done by the teacher at school. The contribution of the PMS centre can be limited in many cases to initiation, information and follow‑up of the process in question.

Classical measures like remedial teaching after failure and repartition into homogenous (?) groups, are not as efficient as it seems. Both measures start from the point of view that the problem is situated with the pupil, who must adapt himself/herself. They moreover seem to confirm themselves and ask for "more of the same".

Assistance and support in the class room in order to respond to the diffe​rences between pupils seem to be more efficient and durable. This requires real differentiation and adaptation of education based on the pupil.

The repartition in pupil support and assistance as a PMS task, and educatio​nal support as a teacher task, is too simplistic and is not optimally attuned. Pupil assistance and support is also one of the teacher's tasks and PMS centres can certainly contribute to the creation of real conditions for educational progress at school. This requires new agreements in order to express their collective responsibility at a local level.

The implementation of the above mentioned vision assumes changements in attitudes with regard to PMS work, based on skills which are not present everywhere. Dealing with instruments and working methods concerning efficient and orientated activities, and the cooperation with teachers are undoubtedly the priorities of assistance and recycling.

Scaling of PMS centres in the Flanders can contribute to the realisation of the desired developments. We should moreover take advantage of the oppor​tunities of international exchanges which are offered to us by European programmes such as Helios.

