Power in Professional Cooperation;
New National Service Network for Special Needs Education in Finland

Focus: What are the implications for the professionals? 

Topic: School age

Tarja Hännikäinen

Counselling teacher for Inclusive Education 
National Support Centre for Inclusive Education / 
The Jyväskylä School for Visually Impaired Pupils in Finland 

PL 319 
40101 Jyväskylä

Finland

+ 358 14 3343 150
+ 358 50 309 3773

tarja.hannikainen@jynok.fi
http://www.jynok.fi/English/mainpage.htm 

Current situation of inclusive / special education in Finland
Educational discussion shows Finland to be quite famous of the results in Pisa-studies. These results from regular schools show in all fields little variation between students, when compared to other countries. Naturally, despite our excellent Pisa results, we do have a number of pupils with all kinds of special needs. Most of these special education students study in regular schools attending part-time remedial instruction by special education teacher. Some students with deeper and more serious challenges study in special classes, mostly situated in regular schools.
For the last ten years the total number of special education pupils has been steadily growing in Finland. The growth in special education is largely seen as an outcome of changes in educational legislation and how statistics are collected, advances in diagnostics and rehabilitation and the new knowledge produced by research brought into special education. 
According to the research, a school's social status bears no relation to its performance in Finland. Differences between schools are exceptionally small and local and regional impacts on student performance are low. But it seems that some obvious reasons for the growing number of special education pupils lies in significant differences between local authorities in municipalities when transferring pupils to special education. So called “borderlines to special education” may vary a lot in different region. 
In addition, current special education research and statistics show rather the execution and models of special education than need for it and its’ influence on pupil’s learning and life.

New strategy in special and inclusive education

Considering all these factors in special education the Ministry of Education has delivered a long-term strategy for the development of pre-primary and basic special education also in order to find out the real need for special education. The steering group proposed few outlines how to change former practice. 
The primary aim is that the focus should be directed on earlier support and especially on prevention. The primary form of support should be a”stepped-up support” model. The main idea of this model is to stress and encourage learning and growth in the early stages and at the same time to prevent overemphasizing and increasing of problems related to learning, social interaction or development. Steps like early intervention and special intervention should be implemented before a final decision on special education is made. The central education administration is given the task of reviewing regularly the situation and developmental needs in stepped-up support and special education by means of analyses conducted every five years.

Secondly, the steering group proposed that when a child needs a decision to enter special education it should always be a temporary solution, not permanent one. In addition, the significance of pedagogic aspects is one to be seriously considered before making the official decision. This decision should also be evaluated every two years. Official decision should consider more explicitly and bindingly the following issues: 

· the place where the special education is to be given, such as regular education, part-time remedial instruction at school clinic, small special class in a regular school etc.

· the resources needed, such as class assistance, group size 

· individualised curriculum

· pupil’s welfare services
The third aim is that early childhood education, which nowadays is part of the social care, should be administratively transferred as a part of the school education system. This progress would enable children with special needs to proceed flexibly and safely from early childhood care to pre-primary and further to basic education.

A fourth way to build up a new strategy is to re-evaluate the status, duties and financing of state special education schools and support centres for inclusive education. It is seen to be important that the financing of the education of disabled children should be secured in connection with the state transfer reform in 2010.

The fifth target is to review the structures and content of teacher training at universities. It is considered to be important to provide varied opportunities for students to gain wide-ranging knowledge of differentiation of education, and also how to get practical training in the field of special education. The continuing professional education of general education teachers is inevitable, and there is a specially earmarked budget for this for the following five years.
Valteri - New National Service Network for Special Needs Education in Finland

The reform in special education strategy and legislation challenges the municipal as well as the state level to change their models on special and inclusive education. In Finland the mission for seven state-subsidized special schools and support centres is written in the Basic Education Act. These centres have a responsibility to offer the consultation and support services related to special education on a municipal level. These institutions also still arrange special needs education alongside rehabilitation. Administratively they act under the National Board of Education.

Traditionally, these state-subsidized centres for support services have concentrated on their own specialization areas, like our centre on visual impairment. Geographically most of these centres operate on a regional basis (such as centres for language disorders, hearing impairment, autism, and neurological problems). Our centre for visual impairment acts as a national centre and provides services for the whole country. Models for support services are mainly the same for all centres, such as short-term education and rehabilitation services for children, in-service training for teachers, counselling services to local schools and school authorities, and learning material production for all students with special educational needs.

The changes in special education in general –as mentioned above-, and the economical tendency to reduce the amount of special support have challenged these state centres to search for new ways of providing quality services. Especially a variety of individual needs of clients’ have made it evident, that the professionals of all centres need deeper and concrete multi-professional cooperation to give out more explicit support services. To carry out all plans means co-operation and joint activities, which is now being prepared under the new Valteri –network.
The Valteri -service network aims at offering more competent support to local municipality and school level by focusing existent services to be more efficient. One main aim is to ensure that the clients get services on equal basis. 
To meet the different demands of the educational field, Valteri has three subgroups working and organizing the joint activities: Management group operated by headmasters, a development team and a technical assistance group. Other working teams are set on based on necessity, so nowadays there is also a training group and a rehabilitation group working alongside other teams. Each team has one member of each of the state centres. In addition Valteri –teams organize the meetings for the staff from all centres.
We as members of Valteri team see that one important way to support inclusive education is to enforce and enlarge support services on a local level. One way to serve local schools more efficiently is to create the internet-based services on different special educational needs and utilize all connections and knowledge on different disability groups by all state schools. 

One important issue in supporting inclusive education and not forgetting the special needs of children is to jointly organize long lasting training for school authorities and school staff working with special educational needs on a local level. The Valteri network organizes long lasting training for school authorities in municipalities, local special education teachers as well as class teachers. The municipalities are asked to send a multi-professional working group to training. The themes are Early intervention and special support on all school levels, How to create appropriate school environment and Multiprofessional work at school. 
We feel that it is only by co-operation that these Valteri centres the have potential to maintain services for visually impaired and other pupils with special educational needs in inclusive education.
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