Country Report

Iceland

Two case reports from Reykjavík, Iceland

Both cases are from the same school, Austurbæjarskóli: Austurbæjarskóli is one of the two oldest schools in Reykjavík and is located in the centre. It is a compulsory school with 580 pupils form the age from 6 to 16. The school consists of cross-section society. In the past decade many children of foreign origin have attended the school. The school has considerable experience in meeting the varying needs of individuals.

Some decades ago, the policy was pursued in Reykjavík of placing pupils in classes according to reading skills ability, by testing the child's reading skills. Pupils with similar skills were placed in the same class. This meant that pupils with various special needs were placed together in the same class.

In 1974-75 the policy of placing pupils in mixed classes was adopted; this led to the creation of special needs departments in some schools. The need for special needs teaching increased, and it became more common for pupils to be removed from class for additional teaching. There was a growing need for specially trained teachers to analyse the teaching the education needs of these pupils.

Today the policy is to abolish as far as possible special needs classes and special schools, so that each school will develop its own policy on special needs teaching and support for policy with learning difficulties. In addition, the Compulsory Schooling Act of 1995 and the compulsory schools' curriculum of 1999 state that every pupil has a right to attend a local school, even though they may be disabled and/or have considerable special needs.

Austurbæjarskóli, Reykjavík
The policy of the Austurbæjarskóli has been that when a pupil has some problems - whether regarding behaviour, study or emotions, all means should be tried to achieve the pupil's well being, and to reach an acceptable solution. No specific policy has been drawn up on special needs teaching, except to strive to meet the needs of the individual by the means available, in close collaboration with parents and specialist services (Reykjavík Education Service Centre). The City of Reykjavík's policy on special needs teaching thus applies, and funding for special needs teaching is also an important factor. Due to its experience with problems of various kinds, the school is regarded as very tolerant of pupils who are in some way different. Other schools, which have given up on certain pupils, have been able to transfer them to Austurbæjarskóli. 

At present the school has a special needs department for adolescents, with 13 pupils. This also serves pupils from other school districts. For the past nine years, a special reception preparatory class (móttökubekkur) has been operated for adolescent immigrant pupils. The school recently received a grant from the State Educational Development Fund (Þróunarsjóði grunnskóla) for development of multicultural schooling. The aim of the school is to become the first multicultural school in Reykjavík. The principles of multicultural schooling are empathy, solidarity, respect for other cultures and creating a culture against nationalism and racism.

Younger pupils with special needs, aged 6 to 12, are generally taught within the class, while they are also removed from the class for several hours a week, for teaching by a special needs teacher.

The school has never had handicapped pupils with mental disability, but an 11-year-old girl with Down syndrome now attends the school. An experimental effort is being made to adapt her studies to mainstream studies. There are several examples of children with serious behavioural and learning problems.

It should be pointed out that special funding is granted for students with a recognised disability, while other special needs teaching falls within the school's allocation of funds for special needs.

Case Study 1
An 11-Year-Old Girl with Down Syndrome

The case concerns an experimental project with an 11-year-old girl with Down syndrome. She will be called L. here.

At the end of 1999, L. moved into the school district of Austurbæjarskóli. She lived in a different district, where she was in a special needs department. L.'s parents wanted her to go into a mainstream school and not a special school. Since there is no special needs department for this age group at the school, the decision was made that she would be placed in a class with her peers. The school made it conditional to hire a social educator (þroskaþjálfi) being engaged, who would be responsible for her adaptation to the school. The guiding principle was that she had a right to attend a mainstream school, and that all means of achieving this should be used.

Another requirement the school head regarded necessary was that a teacher should be prepared and wish to have a severely mentally retarded pupil in a class, as well as be prepared to work with another professional present at all lessons.

A teacher was found immediately, who was teaching a group a year younger than the pupil with SEN. The parents agreed to place L. in a younger group. It proved to be more difficult to find a social educator, therefore there was a delay of some months before she could start the school. 

Preparation for L.'s arrival

Meetings were held with parents, the school head, the head of special needs teaching and L.'s teacher. A visit was made to L.'s school in order to meet her teacher and observe her in those surroundings. The school provided information on her abilities. The head of department of special needs teaching at the Austurbæjarskóli then assessed the pupil's status. There was also a discussion with a professional who had supervised her at a summer camp. Communications, acclimatisation and social status were assessed. An acclimatisation programme was prepared for L.. In May 2000 she began her period of adjustment to the new school, accompanied by a person qualified in education. She attended lessons with the class, and got to know her teacher, the school and other staff. 

Formally, L. started school in autumn 2000. A social educator was appointed to a 75% workload, to accompany her in most lessons, prepare an individual curriculum, and be responsible for her studies. A support person was engaged to accompany her when the social educator was not present, when she was not involved in actual schooling, e.g. during the meal breaks and after-school programmes.

Teacher

The teacher is a woman with more than twenty years' teaching experience at primary/lower secondary level. She had often taught pupils with considerable special needs, had attended a course on Co-operative learning and inclusion and applies the special knowledge she gained there (1994). She set a condition that a professional person should be appointed, who would be responsible for the pupil's studies, and adaptation to the class studies. She felt that this was the best way to meet the pupil's needs. She herself would provide professional guidance, passing on her experience and knowledge when required, and adapting study material. She would also ensure that the pupil was well received by the class, and that she could be comfortable with her classmates. She prepared herself by reading articles in a specialist periodical on children with disabilities in mainstream schooling, and a book on Down Syndrome. The teacher and a social educator do not have fixed meeting times; they simply deal with questions when they arise. However, they meet with the pupil’s parent once a month to compare notes, and they often meet in the mornings when L. arrives at school.

Class and teaching

The 24 pupils in the class receive 33 lessons of forty minutes a week. Of these, L. spends eight lessons outside the classroom with the social educator for instruction according to her individual curriculum. 

As usual when pupils are randomly assigned to a class, the groups vary greatly both in terms of intelligence and socially. This class comprises pleasant individuals; many of them have social problems, and they are generally not academically outstanding. They lack initiative, but work well under guidance.

The class has 23 lessons with their class teacher (supervisory teacher); other lessons comprise specialised subjects, such as handcrafts (carpentry, needlework), art, library lessons, English, home economics, dance, sports and swimming. Each specialist subject has a different teacher; so, many teachers are involved in teaching L.. She participates in all specialist subjects, and efforts are made to enable her to follow the class work in those as far as possible. 

In teaching the class, it has proved difficult to find projects to activate the pupils in group-work, in which L. could participate. She normally works on comparable tasks with the class, for instance in Icelandic (native language) and mathematics, i.e. she has tasks at her level of ability. The option of allowing L. to work alone while the social educator assists other pupils is considered. As mentioned above, she is out of the classroom eight lessons a week with the social educator, who instructs her on study material in accordance with L.'s needs in reading, Icelandic, writing and mathematics. After that, practice is carried out in the classroom and at home.

A project, carried out under the supervision of the library teacher, was very successful. Pupils chose a book to read, after which they were to talk about the book, its content and what they thought about it. This was recorded on video, and the videotape is kept in the library. The pupils can borrow the tape, and see themselves and their friends talking about their books. L. did well in this project, where she was one of the group, and yet in her own way. Staff are interested in finding further comparable projects.

When L.'s social interaction with the class is considered, it shows to be rather limited. The pupils are benevolent towards her, but all interaction is organised by the teacher. There is no system at school organised by the teacher to promote interaction with L.; instead the teacher asks individual pupils to help L. or play with her (keep an eye on her) during the breaks. The teacher aims to assign this task to them in turns, and they are very willing and positive, taking it for granted that they should contribute to L.'s welfare. Some individuals are of course better equipped to do so than others. 

Parents

There’s a project for outside school time, called Groups of Friends, to promote friendship within the class. This is a popular approach, much used in Reykjavík schools at present. The teacher divides the class into groups of four, and parents take turns at inviting the group home, and doing something enjoyable but inexpensive with them, about every two weeks. When everyone in the group visited everybody else’s home, new groups are formed with new friends. L. has been an active participant in this.

Some of the girls invite all the girls in the class to their birthday parties, in which case L. is invited too, not as a friend but as a member of the group. 

There does not appear to be any other interaction, and L. does not seek any company. She appears to be indifferent. She spends a lot of time alone, closes herself off from her surroundings, and appears to be self-sufficient.

Social Educator (Þroskaþjálfi)

The social educator is a woman who has worked at group homes and as a head of a department at a residential facility, but has never worked in school before. She thus had to undertake a considerable amount of preparatory work, both in getting to know the pupil and in adapting to studies. Since she was not involved in the early stages of L.'s acclimatisation to the new school, she had to make her own preparations. She visited L.'s old school, and also a special school, to observe teaching of pupils with disabilities similar to L.'s. She read a great deal about similar work, and sought out people with experience that could help her, both inside and outside the school.

When asked how she saw the beginning of the work, she says that she feels the school was ill-prepared to undertake such a task; no individual at the school or Reykjavík Education Service Centre was professionally responsible. Teachers of specialist subjects were not well prepared to receive L., and have not made efforts to adapt tasks for her. Other staff could also have been better prepared.

The social educator has prepared a timetable for L. in a form of pictures, and prepared an individual curriculum, with a systematic study plan. She makes a homework plan, which is then followed under a parent’s supervision. After seven months' experience during which the social educator feels much has been learned, in spite of initial teaching problems, the result is that the entire school community is very positive, and everybody is well disposed towards the project. L. belongs to the group as one of the group. She appears to be happy at school, although with variations from day to day, and the parents are very pleased with the work that is being done. All are in agreement (social educator, teacher and parents) that L. has made a great deal of progress. She is more independent, more confident in her studies, and more self-reliant.

The Next School Year

This school year has been regarded as experimental, or a year of adaptation for all involved, and the plan is to continue. Factors that require improvement are:

· A professional person, e.g. the head of the middle school, head of the special needs department, or even the class teacher, should co-ordinate the collaboration of all staff involved with the pupil, and mediate between them. 

· Teachers of specialist subjects should adapt better to the pupil's needs.

· The pupil should receive systematic reading lessons from a special needs teacher. 

· Systematic efforts should be made to make L. more independent and more responsible. 

· Teamwork should be organised around L., supported by the Reykjavík Education Service Centre.

Case Study 2
An Eight-year-old Boy Diagnosed with ADHD

This is a typical case of those students, whom all schools must deal with; most teachers will have to face a similar situation sooner or later.

Here we focus on an eight-year-old boy in Austurbæjarskóli who is completing his third year at school. He has been diagnosed with ADHD, by medical diagnosis, and is on some medication for hyperactivity. The diagnosis was made in summer, after his first, very difficult, year at school (at a different school, not Austurbæjarskóli). The decision was made that it would be best for him to transfer to another school, as relations with the school were very strained. The pupil transferred to the second year, after diagnosis, initially with a different teacher from his present one, who will continue to teach him next year. The boy is called P. here.

P. is tall for his age, heavily built, and very rowdy. He is constantly at loggerheads with his classmates, pinches and pokes at them, and demands attention in a highly negative manner. His classmates often find him very wearing, and complain that he hurts others and harasses them. P. appears not to realise his own strength, as when he tries to make a friendly approach he hurts the other child, who may start to cry. Thus he often "accidentally" hurts others. Nonetheless, he is generally cheerful, and his classmates are astonishingly tolerant of him. He also often finds himself at loggerheads with other school staff, such as specialist-subject teachers and the shower attendant. At home he has fierce tantrums, and is sometimes violent. He does not, however, show this side of his personality to the teacher, and tries to behave well towards her.
P. lacks concentration and has a short attention span during lessons. The teacher has to devote considerable time to keeping his attention on his work, so that he will not fall behind in his studies. He remains with the class throughout, and is not removed from the classroom for special lessons. The aim is to continue this arrangement, using the methods the teacher feels are suitable for him.
The Teacher

The teacher is a woman who has a ten-year experience of teaching at a primary/lower secondary level. She has worked at a boarding school out in the country with a mixed-age group, and also at a treatment facility for children from 7 to 12 years, whose domestic circumstances were unacceptable. Her special subject is art, and she also has an M.E. (Master of Educational Research) degree from Brussels.

She began to teach the class last autumn (2000), and intends to continue next year. Initially she found it difficult to take over the class, but now she is happy and comfortable with the pupils. When asked how she prepares for teaching, she said she meets her two fellow-teachers, who teach other classes of the same year group, once a week. They make a general plan for one term at a time, i.e. the books to be used and in what order. They make a weekly plan regarding what is to be studied and work to be carried out by the pupils. The pupils then receive a weekly schedule which tells them what homework is to be done. The three teachers work well together, and are able to share their worries and pleasures.

Class and Teaching

Every week the class has 22 lessons of forty minutes with its own teacher, and eight in specialist subjects: handcrafts, sport, swimming, library lesson, music and home economics.

The teacher describes the class as good, but very demanding. The class comprises 19 pupils, 10 of whom need considerable help and five of whom are excellent pupils. Just over half of the pupils in the class do not live with both birth parents; they live with a single mother, or have a stepparent. There are no striking social problems in the group.

The teacher has striven to find means of ensuring that the pupils are happy in a class, and benefit from the teaching. As P. has a very disruptive influence on other pupils, she tried a behavioural modification system, which has proved very effective. The system is based upon the pupil being given penalty points for not doing as instructed during the school day and during the breaks. If penalty points do not exceed four for the day, the pupil receives a star. Penalty points and stars are added up at the end of the week. If a pupil hurts another, he/she loses a star. If s/he loses two stars in one week, s/he is not allowed to participate in the last period on Friday, a free period when the class does various enjoyable things. Pupils are given one chance if they have lost stars, but no more. This method has proven effective with P., although he has lost his stars three times during the school year. The teacher feels that interaction has greatly improved, as the pupils must also behave well during recess.

Another method systematically applied by the teacher concerns her own conduct towards the pupils. She strives to praise them as much as possible, and focuses on positive aspects of their conduct and work. This approach is often difficult, as it is generally easier to criticise than to praise. For P., who displays negative aspects of his character far too often, this praise provides great incentive to improve his conduct. The teacher has also taken up the method of giving him a "smiley face" (rubber-stamp) for work well done, whether schoolwork or homework.
Support

Since February the teacher has had a support person, brought in, because she felt that she was not able to pay enough attention to all the pupils. The support person joins the class twice a week from 9 to 12. The support person ensures that P. concentrates on his work, and helps him get started and finish what he is doing. He also observes other pupils and their progress.

Collaboration with Parents

P. lives with his mother and teenage brother. Teacher and mother have established a good collaborative relationship. They regularly discuss progress and the things that need to be done; they see themselves as allies in their work with P.. It is not least due to the conscientiousness of the mother that they have succeeded in ensuring that P. more or less keeps up with his contemporaries in his studies. She ensures that he does his homework, and that all school business is taken care of. 

Other parents have shown great solidarity. There were two evenings, when parents and children spent an evening in school, eaten together and organised entertainment. They organised visits to the parents' workplaces, giving all the children the opportunity to see and learn about various jobs of adults. They also took the children for skating. All the children are invited to birthday parties, when possible.

Room for Improvement

· A support person ought to be available every day, especially since so many in the class need help.

· More systematic study plans should be prepared, so that P. knows exactly what to do, when and how.

· Psychological services should be available at the school, so that teachers, pupils and parents could seek help and support.

· Provision needs to be made for a teacher who has a demanding pupil with great special needs to have more time to deal with this responsibility.
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