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Background

From 1992 to 2001 the number of students registered in schools and classrooms in the special programs for students with severe intellectual disabilities has increased by 67%. The main reason for this seems to be the statement and enrolment of “students with diagnoses” in the special programs but also - especially in the larger cities - quite a few students with other ethnic backgrounds than Swedish. The latter phenomenon is labelled over-registration or over-representation in the present study.

The Swedish Institute for Special Needs Education commissioned in September 2006 Kristianstad University to map the need of students registered in special programs for students with severe intellectual disabilities with a certain focus on multi- and intercultural issues. The research question raised was: Do students with other ethnic backgrounds than Swedish hold a position apart from that of students with a Swedish background as to enrolment in the special programs?

Aim

The aim of the present study was to map, describe, analyse and in other ways scrutinize the phenomenon of possible over-representation regarding the enrolment of students with other ethnic backgrounds than Swedish in the special programs, with focus on how these students are diagnosed and looked upon by the staff in the school, like regular and special education teachers, school principals and psychologists. The study also tried to grasp the differences in performance and achievement, in comparison with cultural, social and language aspects.

Thus, a team of senior researchers and doctoral students at the universities of Kristianstad and Halmstad have completed:

· a nation wide questionnaire sent to the principals of the schools with special programs in all 290 municipalities in Sweden

· interviews with 34 teachers, principals and school psychologists in eight Municipalities

The study is theoretically approaching Stangvik´s criticism of the concept difficulties as shortcomings, and the student as the carrier of the problem.

Results

Even if the questionnaire study does not support the opinion that there exists an over-registration of students with other ethnic backgrounds than Swedish in the special programs, the main concern expressed in both the questionnaire and the interview answers, is uncertainty in the judgement process concerning the validity and statement of the said students. This is due to language as well as culture. Further, language and cultural diversity complicate communication between school staff and parents. Most staff members mention a lack of qualifications, especially as to language and cultural understanding, as reasons for the uncertainty. Some of the main findings are given below in more detail.

Main results from the questionnaire study

The study does not support the opinion that there exists an over-registration of students with an immigrant background in the special programs.

The majority of the municipalities judge that the share of immigrant students in the special programs is reasonable in relation to the structure of the population.

An exception may be the bigger cities (Stockholm, Göteborg and Malmö) since their inclination of answering is insufficient. This indicates that a follow-up study is needed in the bigger cities.

There are big differences between the municipalities as to the share of students in the special programs as a whole, and especially to the share of students with an immigrant background. Even if the number of immigrant students is small in comparison to the total number of students, there is a need to develop and improve the activities for this group in the schools. 

Concerning developmental measures, the municipalities themselves put forth the following needs:

· cultural qualifications must increase (on a general as well as on a specific level,

· collaboration and the dialog between school and parents must be better,

· inclusive education must increase and improve,

· tests and other assessment instruments and processes must improve in order to make enrolment decisions more secure,

· the education of the mother tongue must be better,

· the number and the share of teachers and special educators with immigrant backgrounds must increase.

Some other issues in focus to mention

· Mother tongue instruction & study guidance (help in mother tongue for other subjects)

· The results show that this is not a high priority issue and that it is treated differently in different schools. (Compare “Issues of competence/qualification below”)

· Individual Action Plans and Individual Education Plans (IEP)

The most interesting result here is that the schools do not treat students with other ethnic origins differently to those with a Swedish origin when establishing Individual Action Plans and IEP:s. Furthermore, the way to look upon the relationship between Individual Action Plans and IEP:s is very different at different schools.

· Investigation/Assessment and placement

· Sometimes the special programs are a little bit too eager to enrol students and sometimes the regular school is eager to find ‘fast solutions’. In some cases the parents of the student in focus do not really understand what a severe learning disability means or what a special program is, and these parents may regret their decision to enrol their child in the special programs after some time.

· In the interview answers, traumatic experiences in the original or transfer country were noticed. Some special programs have a trial period before the student is finally enrolled. Uncertainty in the assessment procedure is an often mentioned problem as to enrolment in the special programs. Traumatic experiences might delay personal development. Some teachers in the special programs find it difficult that they have not taken part in the assessment procedure but are put in front of fait-accompli. Many professionals want placement alternatives.

· Issues of competence/qualifications
There is a need for a kind of common language qualification, which in turn seems to follow within the realm of Swedish as a second language where cultural knowledge is focused. As a whole, multi-cultural qualifications, as well as knowledge of cultural differences are needed. The close connection between language and culture is mentioned by many informants.

· Parent contact and collaboration:
Contact with parents is put forth by most respondents, including a gender aspect aiming at the involvement of fathers.

· Interpretation:
Interpreters are often used, some better than others. Sometimes the interpreter translates the whole answer instead of the parents, or they “put the answer in the mouth” of the child.

· Complications:
One teacher says: ‘If you have a chaotic background your development may stop temporarily.’ Many of the students that come to Swedish schools as refugees have a major lack of schooling and they cannot compete with Swedish students of the same age as they have not had the same amount of time to learn. 

· Another informant says: ‘It is important to consider that first the child has to learn the language, and then (s)he has to gain missed and lost knowledge in order to find that her/his former knowledge is of no value. It is hard not to mix up language difficulties with learning difficulties’.
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