“Changes in Czech Special Education Concept – a trigger to development”

In order to understand the core of changes in the concept of Special Education and the approach to special education as practised by numerous special education teachers in the Czech Republic, one has to look back to its roots. Special Education principles were formulated in the Czech Republic during the 30s by Professor Miloš Sovák. as in other European countries during that period, the leading force in care for the disabled was represented by physicians. Professor Sovák, an outstanding expert in medicine, underlined the ‘defect’ itself and formulated a comprehensive and structured way how to understand the consequences of such a ‘defect’ and proposed possibilities for compensation. Special education was seen through and in accord to the defect in question. The establishment of ‘Somatopedie’ – the education of physically handicapped ‘Logopedie’ – the education of individual with speech disorders, ‘Tyflopedie’ – the education of the Blind, etc. took place. The system of professional preparation accented the skills and knowledge the students should have in order to teach at special schools for above mentioned target groups. The functional performance or to be precise ‘lack’ of performance was the departure point for special educator invention.

Year 1989 launched a tremendous change within Czech society. Collectivist approach accenting special schools and/or social care institutions as the only alternative to overcome ‘defect’ started to turn into more individualist approach, giving more space to the person in question himself / herself or, in cases where the individual could not formulated his order, the parents.

One could say, the partly trigger initiating the changes was represented by the information the carers in a broad sense of meaning could have from abroad, mainly West Europe and USA. But even such information should be seen as a complementary factor only, a very helpful factor though – mainly one should understand that the society was ‘ready to change’, that is ready to accept a person with a disability. The target group itself, in old words – the physically handicapped, the blind, hearing impaired and others – started  to formulate their needs, needs which were not anymore medically based, but socially based.

This brought a great change in seeing special education as a discipline. The shift was clear. - from ‘defect within an individual’ to ‘individual with a defect’. the centre of special educators was not anymore the defect itself, but the individual who has specific needs, which come out from the handicap. According to this, the framework of special education shifted as well. The age of an individual and related needs were accented. Interventions within early age, school age, adulthood and post-productive age were formulated. The school performance in a broad sense became the departure point of special educators intervention.

Taking into account the above formulated factors of special education changes in the Czech Republic, the two following questions should be addressed within our departments:

· How is the changing nature of models of special education respected in our curriculum?

· How is the balance of information ensured to enable our students to be ‘ ready for change’ after they leave their Alma mater?

Readiness to change is becoming an important factor. As needs of an individual change within ones life, the needs of education (focus) changes as well in special education. How can we help our students on this difficult route of never-ending calibration of attitudes. Within their study period placements within EU programme Socrates showed helpful. Very successful instruments were lecturers given by foreign lecturers, Internet conferences, open distant courses (e.g. within framework of Leonardo da Vinci Programme) and others. But what about experiencing? Our students are adults? They need to experience, analyse, generalise and only then apply. Experiencing by placements is in a rapidly changing environment always difficult. The recipient institutions do not always see a student on placement as a help. 

The communication among us is rather poor, the mission of placements is therefore insufficiently communicated. Practical problems accumulated for long time disable us to see the core of a placement. The educators should give a time to it, invite recipient institutions they believe are of benefit to experience and formulate together the mission with respect to the following principles:

· the placement should give our student a chance to experience common ‘standard’ of care

· the student(s) should have a specific assignment agreed by the educator and recipient institution.

On contrary to theory, which should not teach only what is adapted in practise the placement should provide a balanced picture of different approaches by different organisations. The reason is clear. In an environment were not officially adopted criteria for care exist – just few minimal standards as a guideline can be given by the educator. Professional approaches to care for an individual with special needs differ in the Czech Republic very much and a common minimal standard can be given only after reaching a consensus in-between policy makers, care providers and client themselves. The departments could then play a role of the catalyst of this process.

An individual with specific needs has a number of problems where a special education teacher can help. The need to compose the curriculum of special education as a multi-disiplinary intervention, brought special education much nearer to psychology, sociology, law and medicine then ever before. There is no final model of inter-disciplinarily of special education. 

Certainly, it may be expected that special education shall have a far more extensive focus, from originally defect oriented for children only to socially oriented, also for adults.

Sooner or later a shift will be recognisable again. It is our task to prepare special education for changes yet unforeseen. By binding all the disciplines we today as special educators enjoy.

By binding them with competencies. And one of the competencies we already clearly see in the Czech Republic of today is ‘ability to change’
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