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The Netherlands

Two Case Studies

1. Special Needs Education in the Netherlands

For several decades the educational system in the Netherlands comprised of schools for mainstream education and those for special education. It was widely accepted that pupils with special needs were placed in segregated special schools. In the past decade a growing group of policymakers, educators and parents have voiced their concern that the growing number of special education placements is socially unacceptable. An increasing number of parents want their special needs child to be in a mainstream school because of their wish for their child to attend a local school or the same school as its siblings and for it to be educated with non-special needs children. 

The segregated special education system has long been maintained through a combination of educational factors, system characteristics, legislation and funding. Mainstream schools for instance find it difficult to ‘cope’ with special needs pupils in the classroom. The available support is located outside the school building: in special schools and school counselling services. A way out for teachers is to refer such children to these special schools that have more time and expertise available. Both special and mainstream education have long worked independently of each other. Special help was only available when pupils attended a special school. Even if support in mainstream education was available, in practice it was difficult to obtain. This always meant that pupils with special needs had to be taken to the facilities instead of vice versa. Although the regulations for peripatetic teaching introduced since 1985 have resulted in a growing number of special needs pupils attending mainstream schools, these regulations are complex and funding is only available under strict conditions. 

Recent policy initiatives have focused on integrating special needs pupils in mainstream education. This has resulted in new legislation (the Primary Education Act and the Act on the Expertise Centres) and regulations, in new methods of funding and changes to the organisation of mainstream and special education. The government increasingly leaves the decisions on placing pupils to parents and enables mainstream schools to provide special services. However, it seems fair to say that Dutch education is still in the early phases of the inclusion process. 

2. Regional Support Structures

The schools in the region operate in a rural area and not all special education school types are nearby. The region has a well-known reputation for having a low referral policy. All schools in the region work together in a so-called school cluster. Special needs funding is made available to the cluster and the cluster divides the funds over the schools: about 50% is redirected according to school size and the remainder according to proven needs. In order to divide according to needs the school advisory board performs a yearly screening of all pupils in grades 2, 3 and 4 and schools can apply for special needs funding for pupils in other grades as well. Out of the 2921 pupils attending one of the elementary schools in the region, 177 receive additional special needs funding. The region currently counts 14 pupils attending special schools outside the region. That equals to about 0.5 per cent, which is clearly below the Dutch average attendance percentage of 1.5.

The regional school advisory board supports the elementary schools by offering them participation in an education workshop (joint development of new materials and programmes), an innovation group (joint policy development), training for teachers and support by a school counsellor.

3. Case study 1: Education of a Pupil with Behaviour Problems

School AA is a mainstream school located in a small village with about 1000 inhabitants. The school caters for 61 pupils in the age range of 4 to 12 years. The team comprises of 6 teachers, one acting as (part-time) school director and one (also part-time) as the school’s remedial teacher/support teacher. Total workforce equals 4.3 full time equivalents (fte). Other ‘average’ schools in the country with about 60 pupils would comprise about 4.0 of staff. 

School AA has extra staff due to the characteristics of the pupils they serve. Over 20% of the pupils in school AA are labelled as pupils with either mild mental retardation or specific learning/behaviour problems. A part of these pupils was referred from other mainstream schools in the area. In the area school AA serves as a designated special provision for this category of pupils. This situation is not part of regional education policy, the school team described it as a practice that has ‘accidentally’ grown in the last decade.

The school team has a high level of expertise. Both the school director and the remedial teacher hold a Special Education certificate and the other members of staff attended numerous extra courses on special needs education.
Early in the school year 1998/1999 the school team was asked to consider placing a pupil with serious behaviour problems, further named A, in the 6th group (pupils of about 10 years of age). A was then 11 years old, he had been repeated a year in earlier schools. A had had a rather complex, disturbing, confusing family life. Parents were divorced and A finally came to live in another family. A had attended a school for special education and was, after moving, on a waiting list for another special school. At that time he did not attend any school, was at home. The transfer to school AA was initiated by the regional school attendance officer who was uneasy about A not attending any education at all. A was described to the school team as being hyperactive, having disturbing behaviour, being aggressive and unpleasant especially towards younger pupils and strong and forceful in anger. At that time the team was unaware of the fact that A’s performances were hardly comparable to those of pupils two years younger.

Basically this was all the information the team had in deciding on placing A. The school team had lots of experience with the education of pupils with behaviour problems (ADHD, PDD-NOS). They considered that in contrast to many of the other pupils with behaviour problems in the school, A’s behaviour might largely be explained by external factors and possibly therefore more easy to influence. The team discussed extensively the possible effects for other pupils of A attending the school and decided finally to give it a try at least until the autumn holiday. Main target for these two months was to establish a work-relation with A.

Looking back the team took the decision to place A with really limited knowledge, had no clear idea what to expect and how to handle, but decided to rely on their expertise and wanted to give A a chance.

The class teacher prepared A’s coming into the classroom by talking to and informing the other pupils. A was presented as a pupil who had had a hard time and therefore might occasionally behave a bit unusual. A number of rules were reinstated and more consequently maintained. 

In the first months A behaved seldom in an unpleasant way towards younger pupils. Completely unexpected was that A showed great difficulty in accepting female authority. In daily classroom situations A accepted tasks given by female teachers, but they could not correct and help A in situations where deviant behaviour occurred. Situations with deviant behaviour occurred easily. Another pupil looking at A could easily result in A becoming very angry. In most cases it was merely verbal aggressiveness, throwing chairs upside down and books on the floor, rather than fighting. In these situations A accepted interference by the (male) class teacher from the start, but it took several months before he started accepting female teachers to correct his behaviour. Even now, after nearly three years, A’s relation with one of the female class teachers is brittle. The other members of staff consequently provide cover for her. 

Following up incidents a member of the team always talks with A about what happened and about what went wrong. A often points at other pupils as the evil factors behind the incidents. The team named it the “Yes, but he - syndrome”. After school hours and in official team meetings the team informs each other about daily affairs (including A’s behaviour) and discusses both frustrations and future actions.

After three months at school the team asked for an extensive assessment of A. Assessment should focus on the best way to further learning and how to influence A’s behaviour. The assessment showed that A’s working pace was low, that spelling and language performances were limited, and that A had specific problems in arithmetic. A’s guardians decided to assess the behavioural aspects, but these assessment results were never made available to the school.

The team decided partly on the basis of the assessment to select other learning programmes for A for arithmetic and for spelling than the programmes in use for most other pupils. The development of A’s educational programme has been responsibility of the remedial teacher in close co-operation with the class teacher. Considering that the regular programme for spelling requires a lot of independent working by pupils, and that A needed more auditory training, the team opted for a special spelling programme for A. Twice a week (2 x 30 min) A attends a small group instruction for spelling, guided by the remedial teacher. Further, A works during three out of five language lessons per week in a small group of about five pupils. As regards arithmetic, A started with having daily individual guidance by the schools’ remedial teacher, now he attends small group instruction twice a week, which, depending on the need, could last from 5 to 30 minutes. 

The school has 12 hours of remedial teaching available per week. The remedial teacher works regularly with 15 pupils (out of 61). In his first year at school A needed a third of the remedial teachers’ time. Over the years this has reduced considerably.

Part of the schoolwork for the pupils in this school is organised as independent work in which the older pupils guide the younger ones. Also A acts as a tutor for younger pupils. Contradictory to first expectations A is extremely popular with ‘his’ younger pupils. It is the tutors’ role to select a task and make sure that the group starts working and that eventual difficulties are taken care of. Since groups of pupils are working everywhere in the school it looks a bit chaotic and certainly in the beginning A did not do anything. However, with some guidance A does a good job being a tutor. 

On several occasions A showed to have a low self-esteem. The team decided to stimulate A and reward good performances and good behaviour. If A makes mistakes they try not to give too much attention. Unacceptable behaviour is of course corrected, but without making him look silly in front of the class. A’s tutorship gives A the opportunity to show being more skilled and experienced and that also stimulates his self-esteem positively.

During 1999 the school team noticed the situation at home was not very stable and that influenced A’s behaviour at school. The team took the initiative to find a form of institutional care after school hours. A was able to do homework there, could play games and had a warm meal in a family-like environment. Early in the evening A went back home. This showed to be a stabilising factor in A’s life and had a positive influence on A’s performances and behaviour at school.

For a number of pupils the presence of A and of other pupils with special needs in the school may be a disadvantage. They are able to work more independently, have more responsibilities and live with less strict rules, but are held back because of the pupils with special needs. 

Targeted extra support for A attending the school has been limited. According to regional regulations the school had extra funding for A comprising of about 1 - 1½ hours teacher time per week. Next to pupil bound special needs funding all schools in the region receive special needs funding based on school size. For this school it comprises of about 6 hours teacher time per week. 

4. Case study 2: Education of a Pupil with the Down Syndrome

School BB is a mainstream school located in a small village with about 300 inhabitants. The school caters for 48 pupils in the age range of 4 to 12 years. The team comprises of 5 teachers, one of them acting as a (part-time) school director, another one as the school’s remedial teacher/support teacher. The total workforce equals to 4.1 of full time equivalents (fte). Other ‘average’ schools in the country with about 30 pupils would comprise of about 3.2 staff. 

School BB has extra staff due to the characteristics of the pupils they work with. Three of the pupils in school BB are labelled as pupils with (severe) mental retardation. According to national regulations extra funding is made available to mainstream schools for this category of pupils: for young pupils half a day, for pupils above 2nd grade a full day per week.

In the area, school BB serves as a designated special provision for this category of pupils and attracts these pupils also from other places in the area. This situation is not part of regional education policy, the school team described it as a practice that has ‘accidentally’ grown in the last decade.

The team members have a high level of expertise. The school director holds a Special Education certificate and the other members of staff attended numerous extra courses on special needs education. 
The pupil with the Down Syndrome, further named B, has attended the school for six years now. B started her school life, like many other pupils with the Down Syndrome in the Netherlands, in a special school. Her parents were not at al pleased with her development there. She developed behaviour problems and her parents started looking at other options. They consulted the regional school advisory board on placement options. The board suggested parents to contact school BB. The board considered that the school is located in a small, good-natured community, that the teachers know all pupils very well and that the team is very skilled in heterogeneous grouping and individualised instruction. Important motive for the parents to choose this school was that the school already had a pupil with the Down Syndrome.

B was seven years old when she came to school BB. She showed deviant behaviour: was very impulsive and restless, could not stay on her chair, did not listen very well and used improper language. The team corrected unwanted behaviour immediately. They soon found out that B accepted their corrections more easy if they were very direct, without trying to sound friendly and be polite. One of the teachers commented: “I had to learn not to be nice”. Her relation to the other pupils has from the start been quite ok. 

B now attends a group with pupils in the fifth to eighth grade. Her performance is comparable to pupils in third to fourth grade. The team estimates that she follows the regular day-programme for over 90 per cent of time. She spends some time out of the group individually working with the remedial teacher on reading comprehension. Especially if the teacher wants to explain something to B and B has to be able to concentrate, face-to-face instruction is needed. As a rule the team favours small group instruction for B. 

Only a small part of the activities in school take place in subgroups or in the whole group. All pupils in school work on their own level and largely work individually. They are assigned a number of tasks each day and are reasonably free to decide when to do what. If they run into difficulties they can ask the class teacher or the remedial teacher for help. B works as all other pupils, but needs a bit more control and stimulation to keep on working on the task. 

The remedial teacher is present almost all week and B often goes for help to the remedial teacher. The class teacher states that B now only takes a small part of his time in class. The class teachers and the remedial teacher work as a team flexibly adjusting tasks. 

The remedial teacher is responsible for making B’s educational programme. The parents have no input in selecting themes to be addressed in the programme. They are extremely afraid to put any burden on the team and would never demand any extra work from the team. This might partly be explained by the fact that parents of a child with Downs syndrome do not have a legal right to place their child in a mainstream school but have to ask for a place. These parents could be afraid to risk that place.

There are periods in which B’s development is minimal or even zero. Instructions have to be repeated often and it happens that once mastered skills are lost. Team members discuss these experiences and other problems with pupils in the team meetings and during coffee and lunch breaks. They regard the support from the other team members as vital in educating these pupils. 

Some older pupils with Down Syndrome find it difficult to accept that they have other tasks and work on another level compared to other pupils in the classroom. B does not seem to have any problem with this. There are so many pupils working on different levels in the group that it is quite normal to do something else than your immediate neighbours.

According to the team, B is socially well integrated in school. B is an integral part of the school community. At a joint activity with another school her schoolmates became rather angry because the pupils from the other school stared at B and obviously found her strange! 

Integration outside school hours is problematic. B is not living in the village and her parents avoid play sessions after school hours. The team feels that they tend to overprotect B.

Due to a change in regulations the school team gets support from a peripatetic teacher from a special school since early 2000. The peripatetic teacher is once a week one morning at school and supplies the team with extra learning materials, especially for reading instruction. These materials are increasingly also used for other pupils with (reading) problems. Most contacts are between the remedial teacher and the peripatetic teacher. The team is very pleased with the support of the peripatetic teacher. An important role of the peripatetic teacher seems to be to reassure the team occasionally that they are doing a fine job with B and that B compared to other pupils with Down Syndrome has really progressed well. 

The peripatetic teacher is also involved in discussions with the parents, the team and the regional school counsellor about the coming transfer from elementary to secondary education. The school team would like to have B another year in school. The team argues that they are able to improve B’s performances in reading, arithmetic and other skills (telling time). However, legal regulations prohibit this and the school inspectorate is not willing to grant dispensation. The parents, the elementary school and the school for secondary education recently agreed to have B detached at the elementary school in the coming school year. 

Targeted extra support for B attending the school is based on national regulations and comprises of eight hours per week extra teacher time and support from a peripatetic teacher. The team regards the extra funding as an essential precondition. According to regional regulations the school receives no extra funding for B. Next to pupil bound special needs funding all schools in the region receive special needs funding based on school size. For this school it comprises about 4 hours of teacher time per week. 
5. Summary

The case studies show a number of interventions by the school teams in order to successfully integrate pupils with special needs in the mainstream school. In both case studies the schools used forms of heterogeneous grouping. They did not start doing this because of the pupils described here. Heterogeneous grouping is a ‘natural’ way of working for small schools where a few teachers cater for pupils divided over eight grades. In both case studies the teams made individualised programmes for the pupils described. These programmes do not function as formal written plans, but are developed according to need and function as short term, informal guidelines.

Various forms of co-operative teaching and collaborative problem solving have been noted in both case studies. According to the teams these are the most important preconditions for integrating special needs pupils. If the team is unable to work closely together, flexibly distribute tasks and discuss problems and frustrations with each other in order to find solutions, integrating special needs pupils will be hard. 

Both teams have a high level of expertise. One of the teachers regarded knowledge not as a prerequisite for inclusion, but having access to extra knowledge and skills inside and outside the school definitely was important.

It is obvious in the case studies that both teams have an inclusion-oriented attitude. Their attitude towards inclusion and their willingness to implement that in daily school life is still not very common in the Netherlands. It may well be the most important precondition.

PAGE  
7

