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ASSESSMENT WITHIN THE EDUCATION SYSTEM IN AUSTRIA

Preamble

The Austrian school as an institution (at the level of primary schools and schools of lower secondary education) has committed itself to providing joint education for children and adolescents irrespective of possible disabilities. This is possible in different settings, according to different concepts and didactic models. However, in all of these settings the objectives remain the same. In addition, it is the parents XE "parents" \b ’ right to decide whether they send their children to inclusive schools or not.

“Today, integration stands for a broad international movement to implement human rights on the basis of equal and non-discriminatory participation in and sharing of a common, non-segregative and non-separative culture”.

Inclusion characterises a culture which is oriented towards a public spirit. In terms of an inclusive learning culture this means that: 

Everyone may learn everything according to his/her way, and everyone will receive the required support through special teachers XE "teachers" \b  and other resources. 

“In the field of education integration represents the concept of conserving and restoring common life environments and learning environments of both disabled and non-disabled persons, of persons with different languages, religions and cultures, for the sake of the promotion of the development of all people.” (Cf. Wohlhart, D. 2004) 
 

How can assessment meet the demands of inclusive education? Which beneficial and obstructive conditions can emerge?

If a child needs help and support, it is granted from several points of view or not. In case of obviously disabled children (with mental, physical or sensory disabilities, etc.) there is a number of services for help and support available already before they start school. But for those children – who form the majority of all children with a confirmed special educational need (SEN) – whose difficulties are not obvious, the process of diagnostic XE "diagnostic" \b  procedures plays an important role because it is only possible to give suitable support after having diagnosed certain difficulties, deficits or even forms of disability. As a consequence, first the special educational need must be identified before those supplementary services become effective (e.g. additional support by a special teacher) which comply with the allocation of resources according to the number of pupils with special educational needs. As a rule, only after the identification and issuing of a special educational need can specially trained teachers XE "teachers" \b  be deployed (except for e.g. the resources for the support of pupils with language impairments and behavioural disorders or the care for children in hospitals.) 

In this spirit, the Carinthian Provincial Report sets out the following concept: “It is a challenge to turn the defect oriented approach of expert opinions detecting a special educational need (which is necessary for the allocation procedure) into a process-oriented approach for support in order to effectively establish the bases for the Individual Education Plan. There we face a misconception which is intrinsic of the system – the labelling with SEN in fact requires deficit diagnoses!!!” (Zöhrer D. 2005)

Despite the fact that in Austria it has turned out that over the years no more than 2.7% of all pupils at compulsory schools were considered to be “disabled”, we now see that an allocation model for teacher resources (2.7% is considered to be the maximum for the financing of additional measures) cannot become effective in the area of prevention. 

The dilemma is twofold. Firstly, it seems that the number of children who would need educational support is increasing (cf. issues such as difficult behaviour, ADHD, reading and writing disorders, etc.). It is, however, not possible to grant full support due to the lack of resources. Secondly, the problem becomes more severe because due to intensive assistance and support in the field of pre-school, encouraged by expert opinions and reports, the desire for further support at school level persists. 

Through the allocations of SEN the impression is given that in terms of diagnosis XE "diagnosis" \b  it is possible to separate children into two groups, that is, into children with or without disabilities and with or without SEN. Children are stigmatised by manifold “special offers” such as special teachers XE "teachers" \b , special syllabuses and special programmes as “special children”. In the field of assessment, as a rule judgements only deal with individual points instead of accompanying the pupils continually and through dialogue. It thus becomes more difficult to implement the basic approach of integrative pedagogy uniting two groups to one inseparable group, which is heterogeneous in certain areas. (Cf. Hinz, A.: „Integrative Diagnostik“ zwischen Ressourcenbeschaffung und Verstehensprozessen
. In: Meißner, K. (Hrsg.): Integration – Schulentwicklung durch integrative Erziehung
. Berlin. Diesterweg. Pg. 159-169. 1997.)

The logical consequence of this concept would be that the allocation of resources does not only depend on the number of disabled pupils but rather on the demand for preventive measures. Other appropriate regulation systems should therefore be initiated and developed.

The recent developments of pedagogy and school organisation entail that we should reconsider the approaches of provision pedagogy and make them easier to be applied in practice. Concepts such as the „dynamic support concept“, a school start period free of selection, “Neue Grundschule” (The New Primary School), etc. have to bring about a paradigm shift in the work with children with learning difficulties concerning the manifold approaches of support. 

The SEN diagnosis XE "diagnosis" \b  and the resulting measures have to be sensibly co-ordinated with all resources at our disposal trying to find the best possible solutions for the children.

Today, it is impossible to imagine our current integrative school system without the approaches of special needs education. Due to the currently high standards XE "standards" \b  of further training in the field of special needs education and the increasing practice of integrative school placement of children with learning difficulties and disabilities, special needs-oriented approaches of support are addressed and used ever more for didactics in “mainstream” classes. 

Before definitely issuing a decision for a special educational need, all preventive means of support which are feasible at the respective school should be fully applied over a longer period of time (individual remedial instruction, employment of advisory and support teachers XE "teachers" \b , shift to another class, different learning environments, repetition of a grade, etc.)  The early detection of deficiencies and possible difficulties is significant for the diagnosis XE "diagnosis" \b  of special needs. 

1. The development of integration in Austria

The amendment to the Law on School Organisation adopted in 1993 replaced the need for special school placement with the SEN for the support of disabled children at school. Hence the possibilities of special needs education have been broadened considerably beyond placement in a special school within the Austrian school system. Since the school year 1993/94 a quantitative increase of pupils with SEN has been registered at mainstream schools. 

While during that school year about 20% of all children with SEN attended an integration class, in the school year 2002/03 already more than 50% did so (with considerable regional differences ranging from 40% to 85%). However, also the total number of children with SEN has increased during the last years.

In 1994/1995 about 3.5% of all children in primary, secondary and special schools were pupils with a special educational need. In 2002/03 the percentage of children with SEN already grew to 4.3% (according to data from the Austrian school statistics). Is it really possible that the number of children with SEN has increased that much? What are the reasons for that?

A substantial reason is that children fail the goals of the syllabus requirements due to learning difficulties or disabilities, which leads to the launching of SEN procedures, because only after the diagnosis XE "diagnosis" \b  of a special educational need can resources be made available. The number of children who are considered not to be capable of attending school for several years is very low (only a few per mill).

2. The interface between kindergarten and school

During the last years the interface between kindergarten and school has become even more important. At present, kindergarten staff are not allowed to give information about the children to the primary class teachers XE "teachers" \b  without parental consent. As far as school start is concerned, there are a few pilot projects which should enable the children to start school without any problems. Currently there is intensive contact between the itinerary special needs kindergarten teachers and the heads of Special Education Centres.

Children who attend a special needs kindergarten and/or a mainstream kindergarten in combination with special needs care are discussed in interface conversations comprising the District School Board, the kindergarten staff, Special Education Centres, school psychologists and school doctors. In case of obvious disabilities, a special educational need will be applied for in the run-up of school start to be able to procure the necessary resources in autumn. 

One obstructive fact is that it is impossible to allocate contingents (that is teachers XE "teachers" \b ) to children who start school without delay and obvious disabilities although they have been qualified to need support by their former kindergarten teachers. Thus in the most sensitive stage of development no early support is provided. Quality early support could help us reduce the need for certain SEN procedures. 

3. School enrolment

For many children and parents XE "parents" \b  school enrolment is the first real contact with school. Since the impressions they obtain will influence their further school life, the first contact should be organised well in terms of pedagogy. Already the invitation for enrolment (§ 6 Abs. 1, SchPflG
) should be attractive. Children should (if possible) be present personally so that head teachers XE "teachers" \b  can get an overview of their readiness for school. The presence of the children for the assessment of their language skills has been mandatory since October 2005.

“A child is ready to go to school when it can be taken for granted that it will be able to follow the lessons in Year 1 without being physically or mentally overtaxed.” (§ 6 Abs. 2a SchPflG)

The decision whether a child is ready for school or not is taken by the school administration (§ 6 Abs. 2c SchPflG). It depends on this decision whether the child is placed in Year 1 at primary school or in pre-school. Comprehensive information (e.g. through standardised procedures, expert opinions, individual observations) should be obtained to back this decision. On the basis of the current school start period (in force since September 1999) all children of school age are placed in Grundstufe I (lower level of primary school comprising Years 1 and 2, poss. pre-school). It is not possible to downgrade children due to their lack of readiness for school. 

Since all children not ready for school have to be placed in pre-school, a comprehensive consultation will become necessary in cases of disabled children or if the parents XE "parents" \b  do not want their child to go to school due to special circumstances (SEN, non-capable of attending school, home schooling). The result of this procedure, which is based on a summary statement about readiness for school, is to be delivered through a decision to the parents or legal guardians. Besides, a constant dialogue with the parents or legal guardians is crucial to avoid conflicts.

Since the Austrian law does not require compulsory school attendance but the obligation to receive instruction, parents XE "parents" \b  can apply at the local school board for home schooling of their children. Progress has to be proved through an exam at a public school by the end of the school year. Pre-schoolers do not have to give evidence since they only receive a school attendance certificate.

Head teacher

[image: image1.jpg]
child is ready for school



child is not capable of 

attending school




child is not ready for school















placement in pre-school

child is disabled


placement in Year 1

of primary school

application at the District School 
application at the District School

Board as defined in 



Board as defined in


§ 8 SchPflG




§ 15 SchPflG

Within Grundstufe I of primary school and special schools applying the syllabus of primary school the pupils have the right to shift to the next higher or lower grade during the term if this better suits their learning situation and if they would not be overtaxed or challenged too much concerning their mental and physical development (§ 17 Abs. 5 SchUG
) Such a shift is arranged by the school conference after the application by the teacher or parents XE "parents" \b /legal guardians, who will be notified via decision.

Pre-school can be organised in an additive form (a separate class with children instructed according to the pre-school syllabus) or in an integrative form (pre-schoolers and children of Year 1 [and Year 2] are instructed jointly). Due to the geographically most different structures there are various regional models. It often depends on the number of pre-schoolers in a school municipality which model is to be applied. 

If the number of pre-schoolers exceeds ten in a school municipality, in most cases a pre-school class is held (parting number for a further class: 20). If there are less than ten children, they are instructed in an integrative way and jointly with children from Year 1. For this model lesson resources are available. This form of inclusion has proved to be effective especially in smaller schools because there several grades are instructed jointly anyway, so teachers XE "teachers" \b  can deal with the individual development of the respective child. In classes with joint instruction according to the syllabus of Grundstufe 1 it is no problem to be up- or downgraded within the class itself, which better promotes the educational and social inclusion.

4. Primary School (1st – 4th grade)

4.1 Working in inclusive classes

The instruction in an inclusive class at primary level is carried out by a team of teachers XE "teachers" \b  consisting of a special teacher and a primary school teacher. These teachers act as equal partners and are responsible for the education and instruction of all children. The two different competences of the teachers (concerning special needs and primary school education) complement each other within the team work. However, the special school teacher is mainly responsible for special needs support but should also keep in mind the common goals of school education. For diagnostic XE "diagnostic" \b  issues and the design of individual support goals both teachers are responsible for all children.

Apart from the co-ordinated work of the teachers XE "teachers" \b , which comprises the preparation, planning and carrying out of the instruction, the co-operation with the parents XE "parents" \b  and all respective authorities, other challenges for the teacher team in the extracurricular field are the maintaining of interdisciplinary contacts to institutions and networking with all persons involved in child education, which are relevant for the school environment.

For the concrete educational work the teachers XE "teachers" \b  must take into account the individual learning conditions of all their pupils. This entails that means of individualisation and differentiation (free work with the children, weekly schedules, project instruction, joint provision planning) form an integral part of education. These basic principles also apply to children who are supported via individual integration. Here, the responsibility is mainly shifted to the primary school teacher since the special needs teacher only takes part in a beforehand agreed number of lessons.

4.2 Different types of Provision

4.2.1 Provision for children with special needs without an official decision

For pupils with learning or behavioural difficulties first all possibilities are exploited before a SEN is issued. Among these possibilities are: remedial instruction – especially integrative and individual care in small groups or small schools, special remedial instruction for children with other mother tongues than German, speech therapy, care provided by advisory teachers XE "teachers" \b  and education psychologists, taking up contact with school psychologists, counselling by heads of Special Education Centres, downgrading to the next lower year when in Grundstufe 1, repetition of a year. After full exploitation of all these measures the quota of children with SEN can be reduced. However, it is advisable to start an Individual Education Plan in the run-up of school start.

A voluntary repetition is possible only once during the whole school career after an application from the parents XE "parents" \b  (or, in higher grades, on application of the student) “if the child should get the opportunity to catch up a deficit due to development or social background reasons or due to health reasons” (SchUG § 27).

As long as a child presents no obvious disability there is no immediate appeal for a SEN but the child can be put under observation for a maximum of five months at primary school at request or by consent of the parents XE "parents" \b  or legal guardians (§ 8 SchPflG, Abs. 2) 

During that period of time the school establishes contact with the regional or supraregional Special Education Centre to check up preventively if special measures are necessary or if the measures applied at primary school are sufficient. Only after this first contact the initiation of a SEN procedure is decided upon. The parents XE "parents" \b ’ consent is required for this kind of preventive work.

Pupils with obvious disabilities or severe behavioural difficulties are already cared for at kindergarten level by (peripatetic) special kindergarten teachers XE "teachers" \b . The information about these children shall be given to the respective Special Education Centre at quite an early stage (two years before school start) to guarantee a good preparation for school start. Heads of Special Education Centres collect the respective medical expert opinions and reports and issue the special needs opinion. The decision by the District School Board is subsequently sent to the parents XE "parents" \b  before school starts.

Children of school age with SEN are entitled to receive their compulsory education either in a special school or special school class appropriate for them or in a primary school, secondary school or lower grades of an institution of general secondary education (AHS) which complies with the regulations for SNE standards XE "standards" \b . (§ 8a SchPflG) 

4.2.2 Provision measures for children with SEN allocated via decision

Individual Education Plans form the core of special needs provision. Within “joint education” they serve for exchange and targeted co-operation of the teachers XE "teachers" \b  involved. The teams, sometimes comprising multi-professional experts, give advice to each other in order to achieve the best possible provisions for children with SEN.

Education planning defines the initial situation of the respective child and, as a consequence, important goals and special provisions are identified. Education planning is the basis for a long term and medium term education planning and preparation, taking into account the existent skills and developmental needs of the pupils. In the following you will find the web links to educational plans of Tyrol and Carinthia, which may serve as examples.

http://www.sonderpaed.tsn.at/Formulare/Foerderplan_AllgemeinInfo.doc 

http://www.cisonline.at 
In most Austrian provinces
 the application of the Individual Education Plan (IEP XE "IEP" \b ) for children with SEN is mandatory. The Special Education Centre offers support to teachers XE "teachers" \b  for the design of an IEP XE "IEP" \b . 

4.2.3 How to detect a special educational need

A special educational need in the spirit of school law complying with § 8 SchPflG is stated if a child cannot follow instruction at a primary or secondary school or at pre-vocational school (one year interface between school and vocational training) without receiving special support due to physical or mental impairment, but is nevertheless capable of attending school. This indicates that poor performance of a pupil at school has to be referred to a psychological or physical disability and thus a causal relation between the characteristic “not capable of following instruction” and the existence of a psychological or physical disability has to be stated. Unsatisfactory achievements at school without the qualifying characteristic of a disability do not justify a SEN.

4.4.4 Issuing of a decision for a SEN

The competent authority for the issuing of a decision is the District School Board. The decision has to contain a statement if a child with SEN has been detected. The District School Board is also responsible for deciding if and to which extent the respective pupil is to be instructed according to a syllabus of a different type of school. The school conference is responsible for deciding if and in which subjects the pupil is to be instructed according to the syllabus of a different grade.

If a child with SEN has been detected the child has the right to be supported with all available means, either in primary school or special school.

Within the school system two institutions are mainly responsible for the diagnosis XE "diagnosis" \b  of a child’s condition and the consultation of the parents XE "parents" \b .

The District School Board draws on various expert opinions for the decision whether or not a SEN is issued.

In any case it has to obtain a “special needs opinion” which in most cases is issued by a teacher from a special school or a Special Education Centre. The diagnosis XE "diagnosis" \b  tools are compiled by the respective experts at their own discretion. Some Austrian provinces have a set of proven means for diagnosis to assess performance, social conduct, intelligence, linguistic and motor abilities, sensual perception etc.

The District School Board may only obtain a psychological expert opinion with parental consent.

The Special Education Centres (Head or teachers XE "teachers" \b  at a special school or from the District School Board) issue special needs opinions as a basis for decision-making whether a child will receive a SEN or not. This expert opinion contains the findings about the type and repercussions of the child’s disabilities. The expert opinion should also contain measures for the best possible support for the child. If the issue of school attendance is also to be clarified in terms of medicine, an expert opinion will be commissioned to school doctors or public health officers.

The application for a SEN and a comprehensive pedagogic report of the class teacher (primary school) or the subject teachers XE "teachers" \b  (secondary school) is sent to the District School Board, which commissions the Special Education Centre and (with parental consent) the school psychologist with an expert opinion. 

In some Austrian provinces the class teacher is obliged to fill in an observation form or development plan (in Carinthia) before applying for a SEN, which can already contain specific information about the strengths and deficiencies of the child. 

Application form: 

http://land.salzburg.at/landesschulrat/service/apsdaten/spf_beobachtungsbogen2002.pdf

Application for a SNE, example of Salzburg: 

http://land.salzburg.at/landesschulrat/service/apsdaten/spf_beobachtungsbogen2002.pdf
The circular note of the Austrian Ministry of Education, Science and Culture (containing definitions, delimitations, time of determination, change of syllabus, development and control) about Special Educational Needs can be downloaded at

 http://www.cisonline.at/html/rs15.htm
4.2.5 School-specific provision and school development 

Since the school year 2005/06 the development of a school-specific support concept has been obligatory for all schools of general compulsory education and schools of secondary or higher education (for children between 6 and 18):

Careful planning on the following levels is a precondition for target oriented support:

-on the level of the respective school, which reconciles the demands and resources

-on the class level

-on the individual level, describing comprehensively the strengths and deficiencies of the respective child

Support is given through an intensive individual structuring of the education and differentiated education techniques as well as through additional measures such as elective subjects and non-compulsory exercises but also through remedial instruction.

The early warning system also includes that head teachers XE "teachers" \b  or class teachers should develop provisions to avoid negative evaluations. These provisions are discussed in a structured way with the pupils or/and the legal guardians.

The school-specific provision concept should contain the following points in detail. It is to be communicated to the school partners:

· remedial instruction

· provisions for pupils with a mother tongue other than German

· measures for the support of gifted pupils

· provisions for the acquisition of manifold skills/competences

· provisions at the interfaces (kindergarten - school; primary - secondary school - working life)

These provisions have to be evaluated.

5. Grading and assessment policies

The following issues are taken into account when evaluating a pupil: 

· evaluation XE "evaluation" \b  of the pupil’s participation during lessons

· special oral assessments

· oral exams

· oral exercises

· special written assessments

· class tests (starting at Year 4)

· written exams (tests, dictations)

· special practical evaluation XE "evaluation" \b 
· special graphical evaluation XE "evaluation" \b 
In Year 1 a cumulative mark is given at the end of the first term, at the end of the first school year the pupils receive a report grading them with figures (1-5).

All these measures are also valid for children with mother tongues other than German with the restriction that extraordinary pupils (who cannot follow lessons due to their lack of German) only receive a school attendance certificate.

The final score consists of the participation during the lessons, the oral, written and practical evaluations. (§ 18, SchUG).

5.1 A critical review of grading and assessment

In Austria, the grading system with figures (1-5) traditionally forms an integral part of parents XE "parents" \b ’ and teachers XE "teachers" \b ’ attitude towards the evaluation XE "evaluation" \b  system. Already in primary school the further school career of a pupil can be influenced by his/her marks. Although selection mechanisms have been somehow defused through the inclusive school start (Eingangsstufe
) and several institutions of support (remedial instruction, dyslexia assistance, speech therapy…), still pupils who do not accomplish the learning goals of their class have to repeat the respective year or receive SEN and are exposed to early stigmatisation. 

The evaluation XE "evaluation" \b  with figure grades reckons that all pupils in a class learn the same matter at the same time at the same pace. In other words: it is based on the assumption that a group has a homogeneous standard without taking into account the very different individual learning conditions. This assumption is strongly in contrast with the principle of inclusive education. (Cf.: Niedermair, C.: Zur Pragmatik der Vision einer Schule für alle. Dissertation. Innsbruck  2002. In Buchform: Shaker Verlag, Achen 2004, ISBN 3-8322-2505-6)

When pupils with SEN are instructed according to the general special school syllabus they will also be graded with figures. Although this grading system conveys the impression of objectivity for all children, there are numerous empirical studies which refute this conception. (Cf. Vierlinger 1999, 40 et sqq.) When children fail they are taken from their familiar social group (class) and repeat the class under different social circumstances (other teachers XE "teachers" \b  and fellow pupils, other classrooms), irrespective of having already passed individual subjects successfully or failed them all. 

Inclusive classes offer a socially protective climate to children with SEN (in most cases they are not placed in other classes if they fail to reach their learning goals) because they should be instructed individually according to their abilities (via the Individual Education Plan) and according to a syllabus custom tailored for their needs. 

Besides, performance assessment can hardly be decoupled from the education style. When learning is considered to be a constructivist approach to knowledge acquisition (as opposed to gaining knowledge through instruction) and to development in a social community, the usual assessment of a pupil can only be perceived as a paradox. Therefore, especially during the pilot project of integration (until 1997), evaluation XE "evaluation" \b  forms were applied which promoted a different approach to the assessment of pupils. (Cf. Feyerer, E.: Leistungsbeurteilung in Integrationsklassen der Sekundarstufe 1)
, http://bidok.uibk.ac.at/library/beh1-99-sek.html)

6. Alternative forms of Assessment (§ 78a SchUG)

At present alternative assessment forms can only be implemented by means of pilot projects. An exception is made for children with severe disabilities, which are referred to as children with a higher level of educational needs in the syllabus. These children are assessed via a description of their developmental progress.

The number of pilot projects concerning alternative assessment differs from province to province. However, in some regions the number of these pilot projects by far exceeds the limit of 25%, which is prescribed by the law.

In the following, alternative forms of assessment are described, which are predominantly applied in Austrian primary schools: 

- Grade report conversations, during which the teacher discusses with the parents XE "parents" \b  the strengths and deficiencies of the child. Together, further goals can be defined.

- Verbal assessment, during which an analysis of strengths and deficiencies is also put down in writing. Furthermore, aspects of social learning, working styles and individual progress are registered.

- Catalogues of attainment targets, which enlist relatively well arranged attainment targets, whose accomplishment can be visualised by ticking them off. 

- Direct presentation of achievements, also called portfolios, are compilations of the pupils’ works, which document their learning progress and their dealing with the subjects. The works are selected jointly by children and teachers XE "teachers" \b  and are presented by the pupils. They form a tool for developing a notion of self-assessment and assessment by others, for developing a feedback culture within their class and are the basis for Individual Education Plans, school development conferences, etc.  

Furthermore, mixed forms of the assessment possibilities mentioned above are applied. In addition to alternative evaluation XE "evaluation" \b  the children will be graded with figures if the parents XE "parents" \b  require that.

7. Standards and national surveys

„The movement towards autonomy in Austria on the educational sector has entailed an enhancement of self-responsibility of teachers XE "teachers" \b , teams of teachers and schools, as far as the methodical and didactical work is concerned. In addition, international comparisons of the developments on a regional, national and European level (cf. PISA XE "PISA" \b , TIMSS or DESI) have required a complementary strategy for educational planning and school related developments (...)

Educational standards XE "standards" \b  are supposed to indicate to which extent schools comply with the teaching of competences which are generally considered to be necessary. These standards have the aim to give leeway to autonomy and enhance responsibility by setting a framework of references. “Currently, the development of national standards is in a pilot phase. About 140 selected schools are participating.

“Standards should provide clear goals for school education and therefore are supposed to provide orientation. The standard assessment (test) which should be carried out at the interfaces of Year 4 and Year 8 is meant to assess the achieved standard of performance of a child. Educational standards XE "standards" \b  set a normative expectation towards which the respective school should concentrate its efforts. They influence instruction indirectly by setting a pedagogic framework of orientation and by taking into account the learning results. In Austria, educational standards are not designed as an instrument for quality XE "quality" \b  ranking. They should be applied as a means for self-assessment and orientation of schools and teachers XE "teachers" \b ”. (Lucyshyn, Josef: Implementation von Bildungsstandards in Österreich. Arbeitsbericht. Bmbwk/ Bundesinstitut für Bildungsforschung, Innovation und Entwicklung des Bildungswesens. Salzburg 2006)
. Educational standards do not replace assessment and grading since they only cover parts of the syllabus.

7.1 Process standards XE "standards" \b  for children with SEN

Although one of the major goals of special needs provision is the support provided for learning and achievements it is not really useful to set general binding norms which state at what time, especially pupils with learning difficulties and mental disabilities of a certain age, should display certain abilities or must achieve previously set (performance) goals. It would however be a severe error to derive the conclusion out of this that special needs education could generally cope without standards XE "standards" \b  and thus without a set of important quality XE "quality" \b  assessment measures. Instead of the formulation of result oriented standards it seems to be more useful to provide more precise structural and processing standards of special needs provision at school, that is, to define more precisely and binding how school and education should be designed to give pupils the optimal support for the development of their individual skills and situations and to achieve successful social inclusion.

7.2 The role of the school supervising authority / monitoring XE "monitoring" \b 
Taking into account the federal structure of the Austrian school system, the regulations of school organisation are defined by the provinces, it is the school administration’s task to divide the resources provided by the federal or provincial government among the inspection districts. The allocation of teaching lessons to the individual schools is carried out by the respective districts. The district quota (for school start and SEN lessons) are administered by the inspectors and are allocated to the respective class or school according to their requirements (also the school management and the respective heads of Special Education Centres are involved for the allocation of lessons to their own schools).

Provincial regulations also set up the maximum numbers of pupils for inclusive classes, which vary according to the number of inclusive pupils or according to the severity of the disability. Also a statement of the school supervising authority is required. Partly the reduction of the maximum numbers of pupils in a class entails a class parting from which all pupils will benefit.

In case of especially difficult situations in a class the school supervising authority has a portfolio XE "portfolio" \b  of lessons at its disposal to be able to intervene supportively.

In the course of school and class visitations the school supervising authority reviews, discusses and partly evaluates the education plans of the children with SEN.

In those districts which have no special schools the administration of the Special Education Centres is formally passed on to the District School Boards. This requires an additional inclusion of the school supervising authority for all issues concerning special needs education. For the accomplishment of all these tasks the representatives of the respective Special Education Centres are involved.

7.3 School partnership – The parents XE "parents" \b ’ role and their satisfaction with the results

Although the discussion about the usefulness of figure grades has been going on for years especially in the field of primary school we can say that parents XE "parents" \b  are generally satisfied with the traditional figure-grade assessment of their children. If alternative forms of assessment are provided in the framework of pilot projects the parents are also satisfied if they are well informed and are able to cope with the new assessment strategies (cf. Kahlhammer, Jelle: Die direkte Leistungsvorlage im Blickpunkt der Eltern, Salzburg 1996.

http://land.salzburg.at/landesschulrat/service/indexser.htm)

The effects of standardised national tests XE "national tests" \b  in mainstream schools on the parents XE "parents" \b ’ satisfaction can not be estimated at present state since this project is still in a pilot stage. The interest of the media in national publications on pupils’ achievements is high and the general public is discussing on most diverse levels the relevance of such assessments for the field of education.

For special needs education the co-operation with the parents XE "parents" \b  plays a vital role. Regular discussions and meetings with the parents and agreements with the legal custodians present a necessary precondition for the development of the IEP XE "IEP" \b  and the regular adaptation XE "adaptation" \b  of the educational goals. 

“Integration Austria” (I:Ö), an association which supports parents XE "parents" \b  in terms of issues of school integration, has detected some changes concerning requests for information and counselling since the introduction of integration. More than ten years ago parents rather wanted to claim their rights to an integrative schooling of their children.

At present concerned parents XE "parents" \b  are increasingly seeking advice for issues of syllabuses concerning e.g. the placement to a syllabus of another school type (special school) for children with increased educational needs. These parents fear that their children would receive less opportunities for development if the goals of the syllabuses were set lower or/and if their children were instructed in a different environment.

On the whole the awareness of their rights (parents XE "parents" \b  of children with SEN) has increased. Emancipated parents are questioning more things than in earlier times and want to be involved in all decisions. In Austria parents hardly ever raise objections against decisions regarding SEN. The reasons for that could be that parents have hardly any alternatives or simply that the counselling is excellent.

Unfortunately, I:Ö still receives complaints about not objective counselling from Special Education Centres. Since the reduction of resources the Special Education Centres have sometimes appealed to the parents XE "parents" \b ’ “good parenthood” to let their children be instructed in special schools. The quantity of inclusive lessons provided by the authorities is simply not sufficient to instruct children with SEN adequately.

In fact parents XE "parents" \b  have a hard time deciding in favour of inclusion if the necessary conditions cannot be provided.

8. Teacher training

In Austria, the basic training of teachers XE "teachers" \b  at Teacher Training Academies takes six semesters for primary, lower secondary and special school teachers.  The issues of diagnosis XE "diagnosis" \b  and assessment are dealt with in the framework of courses, but do not form independent subjects. 

The Teacher Training Academy in Linz, for instance, offers the subject “Paradigm shifts in special needs education – from segregation to integration” with one semester period per week and “Inclusive Pedagogy” with four semester periods. In addition, prospective special school teachers XE "teachers" \b  deal with special needs diagnosis XE "diagnosis" \b  and assessment within the fields of “Education of children with learning disabilities”, “Education of children with mental disabilities”, and “Speech Therapy”. The Teacher Training Academy in Graz conveys diagnostic XE "diagnostic" \b  knowledge to prospective primary school and integration teachers in courses such as “Heterogeneous and integrative school start” and “Integration and Provision education”. In the following, courses with a volume of 16 semester periods are listed, which are offered as additional courses for the training of teachers who work in inclusive settings: 

· Basics of an integrative pedagogy, Basics of an integrative education

· Approaches of alternative education in an integration school

· Integrative Education concrete

· Therapy in an integration class 

Similar courses are offered at other Teacher Training Academies and Pedagogical Institutes in Austria for basic and in-service training. 

From 2007 onwards all basic and in-service training institutions will be merged in Pedagogical Universities.

8.1 In-service and further training

The Pedagogical Institutes offer further training to teachers XE "teachers" \b  in service. In the following, several options are listed:

· global programmes by the federal ministry

· programmes at the Pedagogical Institutes for the teachers XE "teachers" \b  of the respective Austrian provinces

· offers of regional teacher training facilities 

· programmes at the Special Educational Centres

· school intern programmes (co-ordinated and funded by the Pedagogical Institutes)

In contrast to basic teacher training special attention is paid to the fields of expert opinions and Individual Education Plans, since teachers XE "teachers" \b  in practice have to deal with these issues almost every day and thus want and need support and information on the latest developments. Several further training courses are mandatory for all teachers in service, e.g. the course about the Individual Education Plan (e.g. in Salzburg). There, the district school inspector responsible for the regional educational management according to the task profile invites the teachers and headmasters personally.

In several Austrian provinces mandatory series of courses about “Diagnostics in the run-up of school start” are provided for heads of Special Education Centres to improve their diagnostic XE "diagnostic" \b  know-how, to promote exchange of experience and streamline the policies of the different districts. As an example, last year’s further training programmes (the titles of the courses) of the Pedagogical Institutes, the Special Education Centres and school-intern courses are listed as follows. They took place in the framework of afternoon courses or course series between three and twelve periods.   

Issuing of expert opinions and the Individual Education Plan: 

Diagnosis and provisions for individual assistance; 

Team teaching and education plan work;

Educational diagnosis XE "diagnosis" \b  in primary school;

Educational diagnosis XE "diagnosis" \b  within the SEN procedure;

Index for Inclusion;

The Individual Education Plan;

Issuing of expert opinions on children and adolescents;

Diagnosis and training methods for auditory perception; 

Work group for Special Needs Education;

Work group for heads of Special Education Centres;

Course series for heads of Special Education Centres in the framework of the teachers XE "teachers" \b ’ meeting on the issuing of expert opinions

Mathematics: 

Practical experience with dyscalculia;

Prevention of dyscalculia;

Assistance provisions for the basics of mathematics;

The basics of SEN for mathematics

Reading and writing difficulties, Dyslexia: 

Dyslexia, dyscalculia and ADHD;

Dyslexia;

First aid for dyslexia and dyscalculia;

Specific learning difficulties;

Poor partial achievements;

Reading promotion for dyslexia children and children with auditory impairments

Motor function and basal stimulation: 

Promotion of development via motor function;

Application of Frostig- and Pertra-materials;

Perceptional development as a basis for holistic learning;

Psycho-motor function;

Sensorial integration in everyday school life

Psychosocial development

Dealing with psychoses and neuroses during adolescence; 

Issuing expert opinions for behavioural problems; 

Pupils with ADHD

Promoting gifted students: 

Scope of action between disability and giftedness

Learning and support for gifted pupils from the point of view of neuropsychology

Autonomous learning

Detection of giftedness, principles and possibilities of support in case of underachievement

9. Summary

Since 1993 parents XE "parents" \b  have had the right to send their children with SEN either to a special school or a primary school. These legal changes affecting the inclusion of children and adolescents with SEN have drastically changed the work with Special Needs Education and the implied diagnosis XE "diagnosis" \b  procedures.

The increased involvement of all parties, the co-operation with extra-scholar institutions and the efforts towards the best possible schooling with sufficient provisions can generally be seen in a very positive light.

However, we have not (yet) succeeded in changing the general conditions of primary school and the procedures for the allocation of resources (Issuing of a Special Educational Need) in a way which would enable us to fully implement approaches of integrative education.

Teachers and integration experts have detected massive demand for changes in the following areas:

· The system of evaluation XE "evaluation" \b  is severely in conflict with the demand for an inclusive school where each child is regarded as an individual and shall receive development oriented support and evaluation. Alternative forms of evaluation are described in this report.

· The approach of deficit diagnosis XE "diagnosis" \b  to allocate resources (Issuing of a Special Educational Need) hardly influences educational work. The initial diagnosis should rather offer valuable support for didactics and methodology, promote preventive measures and serve as a basis for the ongoing evaluation XE "evaluation" \b  of the child. The application of Individual Education Plans is a start in this direction. However, ongoing evaluation requires more than just the evaluation and assessment of children’s achievements. 

· In order to obtain sufficient resources (teacher appointments) for inclusion it is necessary to document the deficiencies of the child (deficit diagnosis XE "diagnosis" \b ) and to put them down in a decision. However, this procedure is very time consuming and expensive and requires funds which could already be used for the prevention of learning difficulties. Due to the Austrian legal bases the (stigmatising) allocation of SEN currently is one of the most efficient ways to obtain additional lesson resources. It is, however, very likely that thereby the number of children with SEN is increasing, as current data tell us.

· During teacher training and especially in further training manifold programmes dealing with the Individual Education Plan, individual differentiation and teaching methods and diagnostics for the subjects mathematics, reading and writing, basal stimulation and the diagnosis XE "diagnosis" \b  at school start are offered. It would also be desirable to offer more possibilities of assistance and support for teachers XE "teachers" \b  in service to promote the application of existing programmes.  

10. Chances and obstacles of assessment policies

Since the school year 2005/06 the federal decree on individualisation and differentiation requires the schools to present how and in which form they offer differentiated school intern programmes. This could be an opportunity to promote school development (which is not obligatory in Austria), to improve the profile of schools concerning individualisation and to launch new development processes which comply with the aspects of prevention. However, one should not forget that these tasks can hardly be implemented without additional resources.

It still remains unclear how support concepts of schools should be evaluated. On the one hand the District School Inspectors have the duty to examine programmes and to help with advice, on the other hand there are no (not yet) standards XE "standards" \b  which could be a measure for the quality XE "quality" \b  of the provisions. If no quality criteria are formulated it is likely that only virtual results will be produced which only consist of empty words. 

In addition the schools’ know-how of self-evaluation XE "evaluation" \b  is still quite moderate. Additional means for external evaluation have not yet been designed.

If the detection of a SEN is the precondition for an allocation of resources a dilemma has to be solved. On the one hand, the detection of a SEN means that the respective pupil is considered to be disabled; on the other hand, very often school failure is the reason why the SEN procedure has been started. Given the fact that school failure cannot be equated with disability these two fields have to be separated from each other and regarded individually. This means that first the procedures to detect a disability have to comply with all current diagnostic XE "diagnostic" \b  standards XE "standards" \b . Secondly, those fields where the learning failure is located have to be reconsidered. It is true that the repetition of a school class or the application of a syllabus of another type of school (special school), etc. provide the teachers XE "teachers" \b  with assessment tools, but they are not always helpful in the end.

In the light of these developments also the procedure to detect a SEN has to be reconsidered because it is deficit oriented and mainly relies on the allocation of resources. In order to be able to implement suitable provisions already in the important area of prevention the system of the allocation of resources must be changed. Prevention programmes cannot be adapted to the number of official decisions but must rather be oriented towards the whole pupil population.

Fact is that each single child has its own individual needs for support. Therefore the issue of additional and special needs is a problematic one.

11. Characteristics that distinguish “best practice” models

Education experts dealing with assessment think that figure grades should be abandoned because alternative forms of assessment can provide sufficient and useful means for the evaluation XE "evaluation" \b  of the children’s developmental status and the progress they are making. Thus the pupils and their parents XE "parents" \b  receive transparent feedback. The diagnosis XE "diagnosis" \b  which is carried out before the comprehensive description of the current developmental status is a vital basis for further support and further education. However, in contrast to this approach the figure grading also has its function, because it still is the only criterion by which it is decided whether or not pupils can continue school after they have accomplished compulsory education. A change of attitude towards figure grading is not in sight; in fact it is still supported by the vast majority of parents.

The attitude of “learning for the exam”, which especially includes the opinion that school and education quality XE "quality" \b  is linked to a “measurable” output, should be discarded, this is the main point of all these considerations. If we do not include all the pupils with SEN in the current school assessment programmes (such as PISA XE "PISA" \b ) then special needs education will not challenge the efficiency of its own measures.

It seems evident that a system which allocates resources to special purposes increases the benefits of the respective schools. Only if the school dedicates itself to the detection and monitoring XE "monitoring" \b  of deficiencies will it receive additional resources for provisions. However, this system reaches its own limits and results in confusion in the educational work when the general conditions are changing, e.g. when resources are cut.

The multi-channel school system (after Year 4) reduces assessment at school already at quite an early stage to the mere description of the qualifications XE "qualifications" \b  for the pupil’s further school career. Due to this pressure the attitude described above is even intensified.

With the establishment of Special Education Centres Austria has surely improved the quality XE "quality" \b  of care, support and consulting services concerning provisions and support for pupils with special educational needs. For this, two different approaches have been used. Special schools have been converted into Special Education Centres and have received additional tasks.

At places without an appropriate special school the District School Board formally performs the agendas of a Special Education Centre. In addition the District School Board entrusts a teacher with the corresponding tasks of the Special Education Centre. It is quite evident that there is a difference in terms of quality XE "quality" \b  between these two systems. The special schools are constantly confronted with a dilemma because they are short of those children who are in inclusive classes. It is hardly possible to deny that this has an impact on the quality of parent counselling and optimal support.

This is why e.g. Carinthia has started a new strategy and decoupled the Special Education Centres’ management from the special schools. The special schools continue to exist, however, the administration of special needs care is carried out by the heads of Special Education Centres, who are subordinate to the District School Board and co-operate closely with it. 

For the future development of the Special Education Centres the organisational issue will play an important role and will provide further challenges for the regional education management.

ASSESSMENT PRACTICE IN AUSTRIA

Alternative evaluation XE "evaluation" \b  at primary school
An article by Johanna Rendl
Primary School Kirchberg

Portfolio work – how to appreciate achievements

Students do not need marks but feedback. During the learning process it is important for them to be told where they succeed or fail, the more immediately, the better. A school without marks could rather be a school where pupils are not rivalling or are separated but a school which welds them all together and offers the joy of community. When we work without marks we see how all children are growing, how they are improving, how they are developing because we can respond to their individual skills and abilities. Only without grading can children feel that they are valuable.  

Every pupil has the right to successful learning. Thus it is the schools’ obligation to make it possible for each pupil to learn successfully. This means education towards achievements, learning at one’s own pace. It means improving at the level where the child currently is and leading him or her cautiously step by step to successful learning. And it also means active, motivated and self-determined learning. It does not mean: all the same for everyone at the same time. 

Children are willing to and should also make achievements. We define educational achievement as something which takes into account the learning biography of the child, that is, something which outlines his/her learning track. It is process oriented and not product oriented. A process oriented evaluation XE "evaluation" \b  takes into account the starting point of the children, their social surroundings, it outlines their learning track, considers their individual achievements within a class and is supposed to accompany, encourage and support them.

For us, the teachers XE "teachers" \b , this means that we have to work out individual learning goals in order to promote development, to give support, to monitor pupils and to document their development. This is the basic principle of portfolio XE "portfolio" \b  work, which is further defined as follows:

· Portfolios are collections of representative works, which document what pupils have learnt and which show their working styles. They depict their development and present the best achievements of the children. 

· Children are encouraged to compile their learning documents, to document their strengths and deficiencies and to outline their own development.  Thus they become co-responsible for their own education in class. 

· Portfolios show the children that learning is a process during which they have to keep working to make achievements. 

· They build greater self-confidence and their self-assurance increases. The quality XE "quality" \b  of their work improves. 

· Portfolios require and promote a permanent dialogue between teachers XE "teachers" \b  and pupils. This is how they learn to articulate their opinions and define their own point of view.

Teachers, parents XE "parents" \b  and children meet at least twice a year for an “achievement conversation” which is organised as follows:  

1. At the beginning there is an open conversation with the child where he/she can express with which things he/she is satisfied, what he/she would like to change, whether he/she has achieved his/her goals, what he/she likes and dislikes about school, etc. 

2. Then, each child presents his/her portfolio XE "portfolio" \b  folder with the selected works and documents.  

3. Finally we talk about the child’s social competence, learning and working competence and skills. Through the minute book the current educational state and progress and possible support provisions are discussed. We listen to the parents XE "parents" \b ’ point of view and try to discuss wishes and issues which are unclear. 

4. In the end, we summarise our discussion focuses and possible arrangements and decide when and how we want to evaluate our arrangements. Besides, the documentation of achievements has to be signed by all parties involved.

At our school we have been performing these feedback conversations for many years. It has been important for us to stimulate an opinion making process for parents XE "parents" \b  and the general public concerning the issue of learning and achievements, to permanently discuss the advantages of working without marks with the parents, to make achievement goals transparent through simple formulations, to enable pupils to control their success in comparison with their own achievements and to create an appealing way of documenting achievements. 

Designing Education Plans

For class teachers XE "teachers" \b  or the class teacher team it is important to have insight into the individual knowledge and development of each child right from the beginning. These basic data apparent from drawings, work sheets, autonomous work, notes, stories, difficulties with certain tasks, motor skills, fault analysis, etc. enables teachers to evaluate the current state of the child and, in the case of necessary provisions, outline his/her development process (and efforts). According to the provision profile the required support measures can be continually broadened, continued or stopped.

Special needs diagnoses and education plans should be simple to handle and should be understandable by all involved. Diagnostic procedures to straighten out learning difficulties can be found in many variations and approaches. 

First and foremost the point is not to set standardised procedures in the context of Special Needs Education or even to use structured lists which are purely deficit oriented. It is rather a question of trying to present simple education plans and giving impulses to put down individual records of the development of the provisions given. 

It is not so much the structure of these education plans but rather the handling and individual questioning or the reflection of provisions in this context. A steady documentation often quickly depicts a holistic profile of strengths and deficiencies. Thus the provisions can be offered individually, adapted to the respective state of learning and development. 

1. How do children with learning difficulties approach complex tasks and how do they    think they do it?

2. How do children think they control their actions?

3. Which measures of control do they apply and how do they think they do it?

4. What do they think they have learnt?

5. What do they transfer to other situations? 

Through sample cases it becomes well understandable how the learning histories of individual children change and which conditions hamper progress. Support and education of children with disabilities require different methodical approaches of provision concepts complying with the individual characteristics and skills of the children. In most cases there is no straight effective approach. Very often a combination of most different approaches is helpful and leads to success. 

However, it is most important for us that the teacher shows understanding and sensitivity for the disabled child and that he or she accepts them with all their skills and deficiencies. Children who have rebuilt self-confidence make faster progress.

Training

In the framework of a Europe wide project together with an initiative group of Upper Austria, modules for an integrative teacher training have been elaborated. In collaboration with other European institutions, these modules are supposed to lead students to a master certificate.

These seminars explicitly deal with aspects of diagnosis XE "diagnosis" \b . You will find more detailed information at: 

http://www.pa-linz.ac.at/international/Integer/Inhalte.asp?C1=2  

In-service and further training

Acquiring knowledge in a network environment at in-service courses through intensive, supervised exchange with fellow professionals, case work and practical concepts have already proven to be future oriented in several teacher training courses. On-site evaluation XE "evaluation" \b  and documentation together with feedback of experts and support from teacher peer groups encourage active teachers XE "teachers" \b  to adopt innovative forms of education and assessment in their classes. For further information please refer to: http://www.pi.salzburg.at/aps/apsseminare/apsws0405.pdf  (Akademielehrgang: Neuer Schuleingang S 213)
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