Country Report

Finland

Soininen School – A School For All

1
Background

1.1
Why Soininen School?

Soininen School is a primary school established in August 1997 and situated in the northeastern part of Helsinki. The school building has been designed by architect Ilmari Lahdelma. Soininen School has been named after Mikael Soininen (1860-1924), who was a teacher trainer, educationist and statesman. He and his daughter-in-law, Aliina Soininen, founded an experimental elementary school, which operated (1913-55) directly under state's school administration board. That school was located in Pukinmäki, which is not far from the present Soininen School. To keep up the tradition, parts of the reformist pedagogical methodology of the experimental school – such as community and work education and the philosophy of "school for all children in the region" – have also been included in the curricula and strategies of the new school. In addition, Soininen School maintains a display of student works gathered from the archives of the experimental school.

1.2
Characteristics of Soininen School

In the school year 2000-2001 the number of pupils in Soininen School is 360. There are altogether 12 teaching groups in mainstream education (grades 1-6), one group with adjusted syllabi, four groups for pupils with slight mental handicaps, one for pupils with slight learning difficulties, and a preparatory group for immigrant pupils. All this creates a characteristically multicultural atmosphere in the school. The number of staff, including teachers, teaching assistants, school assistants and student care personnel, is close to 50.

The jointly agreed school policy consists of:

1. Participation – referring to active and open interaction between mainstream and special education as well as with the surrounding community;

2. Flexibility – referring to learning in various and varying groups as well as to the flexible use of teaching methods, resources and facilities;

3. Research and respect for traditions of learning – besides an emphasis on mathematical-scientific subjects this refers to the incorporation of new student-centred approaches with the field-specific and pedagogical traditions pertinent to the different subject areas involved; 

4. Safety and security – meaning that the whole community assumes responsibility for the children in educational and pedagogical situations.

The school serves as 

· A place for children's learning, 

· An adult education centre, 

· A teacher training school, and 

· An employment site for the unemployed. 

We have close and effective co-operation relations with the local day-care centres, social and health services, church, and police.

1.3 
The Building Process

The planning phase of the school building took over two years. Teachers, as school specialists, worked together with architects, for instance when the founding plans were being drafted in 1993. An architecture contest for the school building was arranged in spring 1994, together with a related introduction course to the architects, concerning modern school culture. The jury received nearly 200 proposals, among which a plan titled the City of Children became the winner. Once the winning proposal was selected, more detailed spatial planning was continued in a working group, in which the firm of architects, the municipal education office, and end users were represented. In September 1996 the working group was invited to Chicago to present their planning and school construction scheme in a congress arranged by an organisation called Educating Cities. The actual building phase of our school started in May 1996.

1.4
A Novel School Building

In the City of Children the teaching facilities have been organised into three safe home blocks with separate entrances. Each block accommodates four mainstream teaching groups and one group for the mentally handicapped. Pupils with behavioural disorders have been integrated in the mainstream groups. Different teaching premises are interconnected, and the whole block can be opened up to form a single large learning space. Also the hallways make up a functional part of the school and provide a nice and cosy environment for various learning activities. Each home block also comprises a working space for the staff and a room for small-group activities. Student care, administration as well as creative activities have blocks of their own. The library and information centre forms the nucleus of the building, opening up into a "market square", a spacious self-service canteen. The specialities of this building include a staff living room, an environmental laboratory, theatre premises and therapy facilities. In addition, the student care block features a sauna and water play section. The three roofed patios have been designed for environmental arts as well as for pupils to play during the breaks. In the evenings the school premises are available to parents and various clubs or societies.

2
Student-based study programmes in Soininen School
By means of pupil-specific study plans Soininen School seeks to guarantee the pupils a chance to learn and perform in school up to their potential. Support is given where needed in order to secure successful learning in the primary school and to provide eligibility for further studies. In Soininen School we use primarily two different types of personal study plans, namely a plan for personal teaching arrangements (PTA), and a personal study programme (PSP). The first one of these always requires an assessment by a psychologist or physicist as well as a decision by municipal education authorities about special education. The contents of this plan, including its objectives, are updated at least once a year or more often when necessary.

2.1
The Plan for Personal Teaching Arrangements (PTA)

In this model, the pupil's personal goals lay the foundation for the instruction given. In addition to the school subjects, the plan also includes social, and when necessary, e.g. psycho-motoric or motoric objectives. This plan is prepared for all pupils studying in the special classes, and the preparation involves the special class teacher, the pupil and the parents, and when necessary, also other relevant parties (such as the school welfare officer, the school psychologist, family counsellors and child welfare officials). Evaluation takes place entirely on the basis of the pupil's personal goals.

The PTA can be prepared for individual school subjects, as well, which means lightened objectives and more limited syllabi in comparison to the mainstream curricula, in other words, adjusted instruction. The pupil may study in a mainstream group, but for the adjusted subjects he or she uses different study materials and also the teaching methods are adapted to the pupil's special needs. In this case the study programme is prepared jointly by the class teacher, a broadly oriented special teacher, the pupil and the parents. When it comes to the adjusted subjects, evaluation is based on the pupil's personal goals. Otherwise learning is assessed along the lines of mainstream education. 

2.2 The Personal Study Programme (PSP)

A PSP is prepared for a pupil studying in a mainstream class, and it covers either a shorter period or the whole school term. The plan and the set objectives are reviewed after a specified time, but in any case in conjunction with term assessments. The PSP may concern an individual school subject or a sub-domain, or it may be focused on other aspects with relevance to the pupil's learning, such as social skills or behaviour. Sometimes the PSP may focus on quite small, yet essential things with respect to the pupil's learning. Such aims can be, for instance, keeping still in the classroom or getting started with the exercises at hand and concentrating on them.

For both of these plans to be successful, the PSP and the PTA, call for sound co-operation with the parents and support from home to the pupil's goals. In this approach one needs to be realistic about the family's resources, since the programme often includes daily feedback even about seemingly minor steps of success. In recent years, it has often been the case in our school that also parents themselves contact the school and ask for help with regard to their child's schooling. This co-operation with homes is actively co-ordinated by our broadly oriented special teacher, Liisa Vasamies. 

3
Inclusion in practice
3.1 
Team Teaching in Primary Education

3.1.1
Practical setting
In autumn 2000 the teachers Ritva Kontinen, Niina Palviainen and Kai Rantanen commenced a team teaching experiment, which involves all first-graders of this year in Soininen School. The teachers were prepared to receive approximately 60 school-beginners, but in the end the number reduced to 50. Among others, there were 11 immigrant pupils (receiving tuition in the Finnish language) and six pupils whose either parent is a foreigner. Native tongue instruction is provided in various languages, for instance in Vietnamese, Kurd, Somali, Arabic, Estonian, and Albanian. There is also a school assistant hired with employment funds to help the teachers in their work.

The pupils have been divided into four heterogeneous groups (named after colours). When necessary, any two groups can be combined to make up a larger teaching group. The size of teaching groups depends on the school subject concerned. For instance, in music, science and arts learning takes place in larger groups, whereas mathematics and mother tongue is taught in smaller groups. Flexible timetables allow for arrangements where not all pupils are in the school at the same time. 

In mathematics and mother tongue, pupils' different skill levels have been taken into account, and smaller groups have been formed accordingly. The purpose of streaming is to offer the pupils more individual instruction and keep up or improve their study motivation. For example, in mother tongue the pupils have been organised in teaching groups according to their reading skills so that one group addresses the grapheme-phoneme correspondence, while another group reads short texts at the syllable level and the third group explores children's literature.

In the design of the teaching facilities, the above-mentioned grouping possibilities and varying teaching situations have been taken into account. When necessary, everybody can come together in a single space to get instructions or to have a meeting. In addition to the large space, there are two smaller classrooms available to the groups. The furniture is convertible, and the desks can be combined in various ways for group work. If need be, mattresses can be spread out on the floor. The pupils have no specific seats of their own, because the space and groups vary according to the subject at hand.

3.1.2
Experiences from team work with three teachers

Teachers' co-operation began already in the previous winter, when the interior design of the teaching facilities was on the agenda. For the whole spring the team of teachers, both together and individually, worked on the concept of team teaching; how to implement it in practice and make optimal use of each one's special competencies? The role distribution now shows in practice that while all of them do teach all subjects, as a team or individually, the main responsibility for subject-related planning is vested on the teacher, specialised in the subject concerned. 

The two best aspects of team teaching are shared responsibility and mutual professional support. Problems (for instance, quarrels between pupils) can be dealt with immediately, as there are enough adults present. In dynamic situations various viewpoints are readily available, as three teachers observe the same group of pupils. As for the daily practice, another point that the teachers have found important besides joint planning is the continuing shared professional discussion about pupils and their progress. With sharing, experiences of success with the pupils become multiplied. Team teaching also enables the pupils and their parents to choose a teacher they find easiest to approach in different situations. 

When asked for feedback about the three-teacher model, the first-graders themselves mentioned the following positive points:

1. Help is more readily available.

2. It is possible to make different things with different teachers.

3. The teacher has more time.

4. We have smaller groups.

3.2
Integration of Special and Mainstream Education

3.2.1
Objectives

In autumn 1999 special class teacher Janne-Pekka Nurmi and class teacher Anna-Helena Soini started an inclusion experiment by combining their so-far separate classes; a class of slightly mentally handicapped (EHA1) and a mainstream class.

From the outset the main emphasis have been on social goals; tolerance and respect for dissimilarity, learning from model, and enhancing one's own skills by supporting other people's learning. Classroom teaching seeks to provide the pupils with an optimal learning environment in every subject by means of differentiated subject matters and by dividing the class into smaller groups as appropriate in various situations. These goals entail that the pupils are roughly of the same age. The mainstream pupils were born in 1999 and the handicapped pupils in years 1989-91, being thus in the 2nd grade when the experiment started.

3.2.2
Practical setting

There are 26 pupils in the class, of whom 18 are mainstream pupils and 8 are pupils with special educational needs (SEN). As for adults, in the classroom there are the mainstream class teacher, the special class teacher and a school assistant. There are two classrooms available to the class, the larger one of which accommodates the whole class for joint instruction. The smaller, closely attached classroom is used for differentiation purposes. The pupils are divided into relatively permanent base groups. When the whole class is working in the larger classroom, the pupils have their regular seats within the base groups they have named themselves. Each base group consists of 4 or 5 mainstream pupils and 2 SEN pupils. 

The whole class forms a single large teaching group a few times a week, e.g., for the morning assembly, or lessons in arts, music, and physical education, and more irregularly, for introductory sessions of science group works, or for drama sessions, or shared reading sessions in mother tongue. In teaching situations the base groups usually follow the principles of collaborative learning. Here, the whole group makes progress at the same pace, helping each other and taking responsibility for the shared progress, even if the outcomes were each one's personal products. 

In addition to the base groups, there are other groupings established for different situations: for example, in the beginning of the experiment the pupils were divided into four groups in mathematics for the first six months, which served streaming. Now, in the second year of the experiment, the pupils study mathematics and mother tongue in two separate teaching groups, one for the mainstream pupils and the other for the SEN pupils. Within these teaching groups the pupils have been divided further into appropriate small groups. In practical and artistic subjects the class has been divided in two.

3.2.3
Experiences from team work with two teachers 

Successful teamwork increases teachers' professional well-being. The best aspects are related to sharing of responsibility, ideas and problems. Teachers' work becomes easier when they can discuss pupil-related matters, e.g. behavioural problems, with other adults who know the children well. The presence and availability of several adults also increases children's feeling of security, even if the main responsibility for the children was divided among the adults. 

In this model the teachers' intention was that the teamwork would relieve the broadly oriented special teacher and the student welfare personnel of the affairs of mainstream pupils, but practice has shown that support is still needed from outside the team, as well.

Planning is crucial for the success of an inclusion class. The teachers and assistants need to have an opportunity to plan the instruction together, because there is a wide range of different learners in the class. In this experiment the lack of planning time has forced the teachers to divide the responsibility for lesson planning among themselves according to their respective strengths so that one teacher makes the plan and then informs the others. If this procedure is used most of the time, it will severely undermine the potential that the model would otherwise offer. 

3.3
Other Integration Schemes

In addition to the inclusion models presented above, our school hosted a number of other integration schemes, as well, during the school year 1999-2000. These schemes are described briefly below.

In autumn 1999 class teacher Natalia Vladimirov and special class teacher Jussi Helamaa started co-operation between a first-grade mainstream class and a SEN class of slightly mentally handicapped (EHA 1). Initially, the intention was to integrate some SEN pupils into mainstream teaching in mother tongue and mathematics, but also to bring the classes closer to each other as groups of different learners. The beginning of the co-operation as regards getting actually closer was difficult, because the teaching facilities were located in separate buildings and the SEN pupils had to change buildings in a hurry three times a week, carrying their books and other necessities with them, rain or shine. The groups made trips together, had joint classes in physical education, prepared a joint performance for the end-of-term celebration, and had small parties together. The pupils learnt to work together, and the teachers were able to share responsibilities not only according to their respective competencies but also to their own preferences. 

In autumn 1999 Mervi Valta, the teacher of a first-grade class, and special class teacher Raila Helenius started an inclusion experiment, which involved mainstream pupils and a third-grade class of SEN pupils (EHA 1). The leading idea was that the pupils would study mathematics and mother tongue in joint classes. It was assumed that these pupils' reading skills would develop roughly at the same pace. It turned out, however, that the mainstream pupils were so much faster in their progress that the common phase of development remained short and was soon over.

In autumn 1999 a class teacher of fifth-graders, Sirkka Kovanen, and special class teacher Minna Vuoristo launched an experiment, which involved 18 mainstream pupils and 6 slightly mentally handicapped pupils of the same age. This experiment aimed at increasing pupils' self-knowledge, enhancing their social and interaction skills, and promoting tolerance and understanding towards dissimilarity. Because the pupils were very heterogeneous in terms of their academic skills, the selected work forms included joint learning sessions and projects and also various trips and excursions, which emphasised experiential aspects, naturally. In arts, music, history, and mother tongue learning took place in pairs or in small groups depending on the situation. Mainstream pupils also acted as support persons of the SEN pupils. Most notable achievements have been that both these adolescent groups have gained courage to perform in front of each other and also learnt to accept dissimilarity. The two-way nature of the process has become apparent in shared experiences covering a variety of things from different areas of life.

3.4
School's Co-Operation Network

In their daily work, teachers co-operate with other school personnel all the time. The closest partner is the broadly oriented special teacher, who, in collaboration with the class teachers, plans ahead the preliminary groupings according to the information received from day-care centres already before the first-graders come to school. Besides her other duties, the broadly oriented special teacher attends parental meetings when necessary. Teachers also consult with the school psychologist (pupils' testing) and with the pupil welfare officer (social and emotional problems). As for external co-operation partners, joint meetings can be attended by people from the local family clinic, for instance. Naturally co-operation takes place on a daily basis with other teachers, such as the teacher for Finnish as a foreign language.

3.5
Evaluation of Inclusion

3.5.1
Preconditions for inclusion 

To be successful, inclusion calls for the following resources:

· Sufficient number of adults with adequate training

· Enough time for planning and review

· Sufficiently small groups

· Sufficient further training for the staff

· Flexible school facilities

One solution for the lack of time lies in teachers' obligation with regard to the number of weekly teaching hours: the employer ought to see planning time just as valuable as teaching hours. For successful co-operation it is important that school assistants are properly trained and work on a permanent job contract. In view of the physical space and group dynamics of teamwork, the group sizes or numbers of adults cannot be increased beyond certain limits. There must be a sufficient number of adults, but not too many. The facilities of our new school building have encouraged and enabled new experiments.

3.5.2 Successful inclusion?

The purpose of inclusion is to foster natural co-operation between different learners. Teachers' task is to plan the instruction so that it takes all pupils into account, avoiding any undue emphasis on their differences, however. We have observed with pleasure that the youngest pupils have not even questioned the presence of different learners among them, although the teachers have been prepared to answer questions concerning differences. Notable achievements have been made in the development of social relations between mainstream pupils and mentally handicapped SEN pupils. In some cases taking care of others has grown to genuine friendship, which shows during breaks, for instance. Quite remarkably, the class community has also been ready to defend its weaker members.

In some instances, the encouragement and support from peers to a handicapped child has proven more effective than guidance by an adult. We have also observed that learning from model does work in good and evil; also asocial behaviour is easily adopted. Therefore, careful consideration is needed with regard to the number of maladjusted pupils to be involved in inclusion schemes. 

At the planning stage already, pupils' parents assumed a positive, even enthusiastic stand towards inclusion schemes between mainstream classes and SEN classes for the mentally handicapped. The parents' positive attitude has been quite encouraging.
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