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1. Background

The National Curriculum (Lpo 94) states that work at schools is to be carried out in accordance with equal rights. Everybody working in schools should foster and respect each person’s individual worth and practice solidarity with the weak and dispossessed. Staff working in school should also “be observant of and help pupils with special needs” (Lpo 94, s 18).

The principal is responsible for the school as a pedagogical role model and as head of the staff. Special responsibilities concerning pupils with special needs are to ensure that:

· “teaching and social welfare of the pupils is organised so that the pupils receive the special support and help they need
· allocation of resources and remedial measures are adjusted to assessment made by teachers of the pupil’s development
· structures for co-operation between school and the home are developed and parents receive information”
(Lpo 94, p 23)

This case study is a follow up study based on the literature review, which focused on what is successful in inclusive school settings for pupils between 11 and 14 years of age. In the case study the focus is on how successful it is and what the success factors are. For this purpose the study will concentrate on certain types of classroom practices. Two case studies were to be selected; one, which focused on interventions for pupils with behavioural problems and a setting for a pupil with any type of special support. The study could be done in either one or two classrooms in a regular school. 

Two classes in East school were chosen for this case study.

In one of the selected classes of East School there is one pupil with a physical disability and two pupils with dyslexia (group one). In the other selected class there is a pupil with behavioural problems (group two). 

Interviews were carried out with the principal, three teachers, a special teacher and an assistant. Observations were made in five, respectively three days, in the two classes mostly during lessons marked “All” on the schedule. During these “all-lessons” pupils work on individually chosen tasks or themes, including two or more subjects.

The items to be considered in the interviews were established in a meeting at school in January 2002. The interviews were carried out in the form of a structured interview adapted to the schools and interviewees (Kvale, 1997, 1999). The interviews were transcribed and categorised under the headings Input, Description of intervention and Output of intervention. The draft was sent to the principal and the teachers to be commented on.

During the observations field notes were taken (Emerson et al, 1995; Bogdan & Biklen, 1998) focusing on the intervention and the targeted pupils. These notes are to be considered as complementary to the interviews.

2. Description of East School

East School is situated in an outer area of a quite large municipality in the middle of Sweden, which is close to the east coast. The area is socially deprived and multi-cultural. East School was built in 1976 and looks like a traditional school. 

In this area 50 percent of the inhabitants have a multi-cultural background. East School has about 600 pupils from 10 to 16 years of age, all together 24 classes of 25-30 pupils. In the school there are one principal, two teachers (responsible for the in service training for teachers and supporting the development of the school), two special teachers, a part time teacher in Swedish as a second language and a teacher working half-time as a social support teacher. Altogether East School has about 55 teachers. They are organised in five teams of 10-12 teachers each. Every team has responsibility for 4-5 classes. The pupils are mixed in aged groups and two teachers are teaching most of the theoretical subjects. 

Since year 2000 East School is participating in a project called “working without the national timetable”. The aim of the project is to give more pupils the possibility to reach the curriculum goals. The project makes it possible for the school to have a timetable of their own, be more flexible, work more thematic, and to start from the experience, knowledge and need of the pupils. These possibilities are also seen as aims of the “time-table” project.

2.1 Observed classes

As mentioned before two classes are observed in this classroom practice study. In group one, there are 27 pupils, 15 girls and 12 boys, of which 5 pupils have a multi-cultural background. There are two pupils with dyslexia included as well as one boy with physical disability using a wheel chair. All the focused pupils get their education together with their classmates in the classroom except for 70 minutes a week when the pupils with dyslexia get extra support by the special teacher with their ordinary work (in spelling, writing or reading). The pupil with physical disability gets help from an assistant with things he cannot do himself, as the teacher puts it “he is his arms and legs”. This pupil has no other extra support.

In the other observed group there are 25 pupils, 15 boys and 10 girls, of which 7 pupils have a multi-cultural background. In this class there are some pupils who have difficulties in focusing on schoolwork and one pupil with behavioural problems. This pupil has been diagnosed as having Tourette’s Syndrome. A couple of years ago when these two teachers started to work with this class, this pupil could not stand hearing swearing and sexual words from others, which made him angry. He became furious and acted up but was also afraid. The schoolmates took every chance to tease him. As one of the teachers says, “some pupils whispered the words he could not stand in his ear and he reacted very violently”. Today he is a different pupil.

In each class there are two teachers during most of the theoretical lessons. This “two-teacher-model” is possible by using time resources from for example, special education and Swedish as a second language. Although the teachers are specialised to teach one or two subjects, in this model they teach other subjects as well. 

3. Conditions for intervention in East School

The description of the interventions in East School refers to its history and the different variables necessary for implementing and maintaining the work. 

3.1 Description of intervention

In 1994/ 1995 East School had a lot of problems with pupils who were not motivated to go to school. In one team some teachers were participating in a project on how to guarantee safety and increase participation among pupils. This became the starting point for the intervention. A group of teachers were appointed to draft a vision of what the school wanted to achieve and how to work towards these goals. The writing of the draft continued for one year with all teachers involved until all teachers accepted and signed it. In 1995 East School changed from a central governed school to self-governed working teams. One part of the vision was to change the learning situation for the pupils; another part was to develop the pupils’ curiosity and their lust for learning. The idea was that the individual conditions should govern the pupil’s learning. It was also important for the pupils to influence teaching and take responsibility for their own work. To make this work the school changed to the “two- teacher model”. Participating in the project “working without a timetable” facilitates the flexibility of the development of the model.

3.2 Different variables

Today there are five working teams and a service team including the principal, a nurse, a counsellor, a caretaker, a librarian and a supervisor. Everybody has signed the vision to work towards the goals of this vision
. Every team, except the service team, teaches 4-5 classes. Every working team is self-governed economically and has its own educational platform, a concrete plan of the vision of the school. It means that the flexibility of ways of working, schedule, economy, and in service training for teachers might be dealt with differently in the five working teams and among the pupils. This educational platform is to be enacted by the two teachers in each class. In class the teachers have to solve most of the problems together and decide how to support pupils in their class. It means they have possibilities to prevent segregating processes, which means to work towards a community where all pupils have their natural belonging, equal value, therefore the right to full participation and responsibility of developing their competences (Emanuelsson, 1996, 1997).

As mentioned before most of the time there are two teachers in every class in theoretical subjects. The two-teacher-model is one of the main features of the intervention. The reason for changing amount of teachers in class according to the principal was “to get rid of a tough atmosphere and conflicts among pupils and between teachers and pupils. You feel there must be other ways of working to make the pupils safe. At the school we thought it would be a safer setting if the same teacher were with the class as much as possible”. Another reason for the model is to show the students that all subjects are important for their development. “Otherwise”, the principal says, “the subjects should not be in the national curriculum.” Yet a third reason for the model is to decrease the difference between the normal school system in Sweden in the first six grades and the system of the three last grades in compulsory school. 

This means that in East School some teachers teach subjects they didn’t have in their exam. But as the principal says it has worked ”firstly, because teachers have an interest in this other subject and secondly because these teachers get support from a subject mentor, an expert in the subject of interest. …Finally, it challenges you to study the subject on your own”, which indicates a life long learning. When the school chose this model of two teachers in each class, it also organised a “subject mentor” in every team. This mentor is responsible for a subject and the teachers can turn to him/her for support in a subject they didn’t have in their exam.

Another important part of the intervention is that content and methods are to be decided by teachers and pupils in co-operation (Lpo 94). In this school each team has a plan for the year in subjects as Social sciences, Science, English, Swedish and Mathematics, which sometimes are mixed in themes or studied together in projects. In this plan the teachers formulate three possible levels for pupils to work on and goals to strive for. In group 2 the pupils once also participated in setting the levels. On Mondays every week the pupils get a schedule of the week with no subjects marked. Together with teachers they mark different lessons with different subjects, themes, preparation or individual practice. Only the theoretical lessons can be planned like this. During individual planned practice, often called “All-lessons”, the pupils can choose to work with the task most important for them. The pupils also have a flexible time table twice a week. It means that the pupil can choose when to start and finish school within a limit of about one hour at least one morning and one afternoon.

After marking the work on the schedule it is time for the pupils to plan their work for the week, by writing in their log what their goals for the week are and on what level he or she is supposed to work. This is documented and controlled by the teachers every week. At the end of the week they evaluate their work. This way of working is said to increase responsibility.

A good co-operation with the parents is very important for all this work. Every week the pupils bring home a letter about the work in school. Every pupil has a file or portfolio, which follows the pupil each year. In the portfolio an individual educational plan and some of the work done is kept, showing the pupil’s development. The school has just started this kind of documentation and the school is now participating in a national project to develop the portfolio model. 

4. Problems and solutions

What are the problems and solutions in these classes dealing with education for the pupils with difficulties in reading and writing, for the pupil with physical disability and for the pupil with Tourette’s Syndrome?

4.1 Group one

As the two pupils with dyslexia didn’t receive any extra support before they came to East school a year ago, it was of great importance to arrange extra support with a special teacher. Another reason for this arrangement is that the teacher in class is not educated in the subject Swedish. However, the teacher experience in teaching language comprehension to pupils with dyslexia, which she has developed further in her class this year. 

She is very careful in explaining words and telling the content of a text before pupils read it. All texts the pupils are to write have to do with the work done during the last period in class. This way of teaching, she says, is also of importance for many other pupils, for example the pupils with a multi-cultural background.

Another way of supporting these two pupils is to use the “two-teacher-model“ for grouping the pupils when needed. This model also allows the teachers to help and support the pupils more adequately. One teacher can also use the study hall if there is one pupil or a group of pupils who need extra explanation or any kind of support. 

Pupils hadn’t learned how to ask for help in their earlier schools and still had difficulty doing this. In this model where learning is more dependant on each pupil, asking questions is of great importance. But as the teacher says, “the pupils have started to understand that they are here to learn, that the teachers are there to help them understand and that they, for that reason, must ask for help”.

Two pupils with dyslexia are offered about one hour extra support a week with the special teacher. This time is fix every week and the pupils go to her in another classroom. The work there is either the same as the pupils are doing in the mainstream classroom, but concentrates on the formal language in the text they are to read or write. The special teacher has mapped their difficulties in sounds and spelling and is working on their difficulties. It has been important for the class teacher to point out to these pupils that she is not working on their formal language, as her main task has been to make them read. As she said “it is better to spell wrong than not to write”. The same teacher states that she doesn’t care about the spelling that it is up to the special teacher to work on this. 

The pupil with physical disability has chosen his own goal for his two years at East School: to be more self-governed. It means that the assistant must treat him like the rest of the boys, which he is very good at. According to both the teacher and the assistant the pupil is working hard on doing things on his own. For example the pupil now goes to school on his own instead of being picked up by taxi service for people with disabilities. Thanks to the pupil’s goal, but also to a change of assistant, the pupil has become more alert and independent in the last year.

According to both the teacher and the assistant, the social situation for the pupil in the class is good. He has a lot of friends there, who he is socialising with after school. Often at breaks the pupil, his friends, and the assistant are found in front of the computer in the classroom checking the latest result on football. As the assistant says “I am both a friend and a grownup help for him”.

4.2 Group two

Four years ago when the two teachers started to teach this class quite a few pupils had difficulties in focusing on their schoolwork. Also the pupil with Tourette’s Syndrome, who had a lot of tics and who could not cope with bad language from other people attended this class. He was violent sometimes, had an odd behaviour and appearance, and he did not feel safe in class. Today he is a different boy rather prepared to live a normal life. “If he had been in a segregated setting all the time he would have remained too protected” as one of the class teachers says. 

To support this pupil the teachers used the “two-teacher model” and the shared ideas on teaching, learning and pupils. In addition they have focused on dialogues and how to handle and sort out conflicts between pupils. At the same time they have tried to make the pupils function as a group. Since many of the pupils had poor academic results in the first year, they focused on raising the academic level in reading, writing, and mathematics. 

To enable the pupil with Tourette’s Syndrome to function in the group and to keep him there, they worked hard with the rest of the group to stop them from teasing him. The pupil with Tourette’s Syndrome told the class about his tics and how he felt when walking through the study hall and half of his body not obeying him”. The teachers also discussed his other difficulties with the group. As a result of their work, some pupils started to help and support him. 

Other important factors are to demonstrate and equally value all people, to be an adult role model, and to practice empathy, which one of the teachers explains as “to have a competence to comprehend how a pupil thinks, why things happen and what the reasons are”. The main challenge for the teachers has been to get the behaviour, attitudes and relation in class to function.

It is important to state that during these four years the teachers have spent most of their time at school in the classroom or with this pupil. As one of the teachers says “I am interested in people and I like them, which I think is a precondition for the job. You must like your pupils and like what you are doing.” But unfortunately not all teachers act this way.

The difficulty of knowing how much this pupil could be challenged is another problem mentioned by one of the teachers. To succeed in the way they have done is dependant on several factors. One factor is the ongoing discussions they have had about how and when to challenge the pupil. They have also been observant of his tics, which seem to increase when expectation and challenge is too high. The teachers need a great deal of empathy and flexibility, along with knowledge of the pupil’s disability, on which they have gathered experience.

5. Output

What has the output been for these four pupils?

The two pupils with dyslexia in group one have started to ask for help. They have understood that they have to work harder because of their difficulties. Earlier one pupil received a lot of help with schoolwork at home, but now he doesn’t need this help any more. In a test he achieved the best score in class, which was a great reward to him.

The pupil with physical disability is getting a chance to become more independent because the teacher, the assistant, and his classmates treat him the same as others. Sometimes he still is a bit lazy and needs to be pushed a bit academically. After having spent several lessons in the classroom, it is obvious that he is participating in the class under the same conditions as the rest of the pupils.

The pupil in group two with Tourette’s Syndrome has, according to the teachers, grown a lot socially and the social climate in the class has given the pupil opportunities to grow academically as well, even though the pupil has no cognitive difficulties. The teachers’ continuous challenges equal value of all students alike during the last four years has been important for his increasing sociability. Today he seems to have plenty of self-esteem, some friends in the class and can handle many difficult situations. A kind of respect for each other has grown out of the work done in this class, which the teachers believe is not possible in a segregated setting.

The other pupils in class have probably profited on this pupil’s need of affection, as the climate in this class is surprisingly gentle for a class consisting mostly of boys, which often goes along with a tougher climate. 

6. Reflections

After observing lessons, and talking to different people in the staff at East School, it is obvious that there are processes going on in the two observed classrooms, which increase the possibility of the pupils with special needs to participate in a mainstream classroom on equal conditions as the rest of the pupils.

Of uttermost importance is that from the beginning all teachers signed the vision of intervention (Ainscow, 1995). The intervention describes the attitude towards pupils with special needs and the goal of keeping these pupils in the mainstream class. As the principal says, “from what we have seen with segregated special education, the pupils were very exposed. They become outsiders”.

From the teachers point of view the “two-teacher-model” seems to enable the teachers to co-operate around all children and to arrange the curriculum and needed support around the pupils. Co-operation is possible with this system within the context of the curriculum. This is essential for helping pupils with special needs in mainstream classrooms (Ahlberg, 1999). Persson (2001) also states that the competence of adjusting curriculum and content to different ways of learning is important in integrating special needs education into mainstream education.

Not only co-operation around education but also communication and reflection on the work and the relations in the group is of great importance (Ahlberg, 1999). The two teachers in ‘group two’ regard team-teaching as one of the advantages of being two teachers in the classroom most of the time. You can compare these reflections with the counselling sessions Ahlberg mentions. She says that the relevant context in these sessions is the teaching in the classroom and the teacher’s and pupils’ attitudes and behaviour. These counselling sessions, Ahlberg argues, make it possible for the teacher to get an outside view of her work, which can encourage her to change methods, content and groups so they are more suitable for everyone, but also for the pupils with special needs. Further Ahlberg says that the counselling sessions also help the teachers to reflect upon and change their attitudes, which is not an easy process.

It also seems that communication between different actors in the educational situation of the observed pupils with special needs” is functioning very well” in East School. Jacobsson (2002) states that communication in a wider perspective is of uttermost importance for pupils with a diagnosed syndrome, and that it is the quality of communication, relations and co-operations in all the contexts that influence the possibilities for learning and socialisation. It seems, that what is happening in schools depends more on the context and circumstances around the individual than the National Curriculum. That means the pupil’s participation in school depends on the participation of school staff, parents and other individuals around the pupil. When the communication between different actors fails in schools, on whatever level, it has consequences for the pupils in complicated situations.

This declaration of Jacobsson can represent what the teachers in group two focus on for managing the pupil with Tourette Syndrome: relation, communication, handling and sorting out conflicts. As G. Wahlström, an author writing about children with special needs, said in a lecture on these pupils: “The most important for all children, but especially for children in need of extra support, is to establish a relation and that you as a teacher communicate that relation.”

The principal is not in favour of teacher assistants and believes it should be teachers or pedagogues, working with the pupils. In a study by Jacobsson (2002) the function of assistants is discussed. In her study the assistants were criticised by the pupils of focusing on the cognition level, while the pupils wanted more support on the social level. The assistant in group one is more of a social support for his pupil and the whole class. Very often during the breaks the pupil with physical disability is sitting with his friends and the assistant in front of the computer reading and discussing football results. 

In Sweden normally grade 7-9 has one teacher in each subject. There are not many schools in Sweden working like East School at this level in compulsory school. The principal believes that “they are the only successful school with this system. One teacher explained stated: “You are not automatically an authority for the pupils today, you must be able to build relations, you live on your ability and interplay. And I also think that subject competence is of less importance, as the subjects in compulsory school are on a quite elementary level, which you can handle if you are a little bit interested in the subject”. 

Since 1994 Sweden has a new national curriculum where the directions are to develop tools and competences for pupils to handle and value information, instead of providing information (Carlgren & Marton, 2000, p 190). 

The pupils’ different qualities of knowledge are to be evaluated. What content and concrete questions are to be dealt with in school is up to each municipality and school to agree on. The question is then if it is enough with just an interested teacher? This depends on a lot of factors. And even one of the teachers at East School said that “you could not manage in school today without a social competence.” The social, didactic and subject competences interplay and are not separable (Kroksmark, 1997, Malmgren 1996) and this “competence is of vital importance for pupils results” (Gustafsson & Myrberg, 2002, p. 137).
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� The school is working on a new vision in 2003. 
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