Perceptions of change in the field of support for school age children and new perspectives concerning special institutes and professionals. French approaches

Focus: Achieving quality in education: strategies for change 
Topic: Implications for the professionals
Catherine Thibault 

Head Deputy 

Institut Montéclair 

51, rue du Vallon 

49000 Angers 

Member of GPEAA (Association of professionals in the field of visually impairment)
cthibault@monteclair.fr 

Since February 2005, the main direction of the new law (11th February 2005) in France is based on complete integration of disabled children into the mainstream schools. The main orientation of disabled children is now firstly, the integration into the mainstream structures. The concept of special education is not mentioned anymore into the paragraph’s law. In this respect, as a consequence, the National Education has the first role on developing education for visually impaired children and in a second plan, the specialized institutions and services are in charge with supporting ordinary system. Thus, as a last resort, if the education is not possible into the mainstream structure, the visual impaired children are referred to special services. 
The elements which had impact on the law promulgation were on one hand, the parents who struggle for an equal access to school, and on the other hand, the political system which considers that all disabled people has the right to decide for them. 

According to this, it could be mentioned that in practical activity, there are still two different situations: one is in conformity with the main model of integration which is more and more predominant and the other is to maintain special education because the parents, teachers and professionals, think that sometimes integration system is not suitable for all disabled children, and for entire period of education. 
Thus, the main question for many professionals and families is: which kind of educational system would be appropriate in the future according to the children’s needs? 
In this respect, we sent a questionnaire to managers of different structures and services in order to find out and emphasize their perceptions and their approaching concerning these new demands and  needs on behalf on society but also their questions, their reflection about this evolution and the limits or the risks for the future, and finally their projects and plans to be more efficient. 

Methodology

The main aim of this study, related with the ICEVI Conference theme “Living in a changing Europe”, was based on the points of view of different institutions in France and French speaking countries concerning the following questions: in spite of the heterogeneity of existing structures, does it exist a common perception on different changes? Are there common perspectives?
The questionnaire is composed by 13 questions, based on 5 main areas:

· which the changes in each institution or service are: welcomed children, type of support, situation of staff involvement in terms of quality and size, institutional action plan, long life learning training for professionals….
· which the changes in the way of educational and rehabilitation intervention are: context, professionals practices, individualized educational plan…
· which the changes related to expectations of beneficiaries are: expectations of parents, project partnership..

· which changes concerning relations with national and local authorities are : education at the national level and national and regional organisms for disabled people.

· which initiatives are taken by different organizations related with those changes? What they are struggle for?  
The questionnaire was addressed to managers in 3 European countries: Belgium, Luxembourg, Switzerland and France, and it was distributed by email and through direct contacts. 
Results 

The results were interpreting from qualitative point of view, making the comparison between the points of view of different institutions. 

1- General evolution of institutions and services 

At this preliminary stage, some recurrent elements seem to underline strong tendencies on the evolution of institutions and services (the most answers were received predominantly on behalf of institutions). 

The main changes into the boarding schools are: 

· generally speaking, decreasing the number of children  (mostly for the benefit of  services for integration)
· a more flexible welcome of visually impaired children: partial time, part-time boarding, individualized approaching 

· increasing of people with social difficulties

· more young people with associated and more complex disabilities 

· finding ways for teenagers school orientation to whom the integration into the mainstream school was not completely adjusted

When the special education classes in institutions still exist, they are also under the process of transformation, both concerning the number of children per class and their needs:

· decreasing or maintaining the number of children, and adapting the class structure according with different kind of disabilities, 

· adjusting the system according with the children needs: adapted rhythm, partial time 
· adapting on multiple disabilities: associated disabilities, learning difficulties, heterogeneous groups
· welcoming pupils in difficulties into the mainstream schools 

The number of children with associated disabilities increased in the last period of time. Among these children, there are more and more children with complex pathologies, such as: cerebral visual impairment, agnosies, dyspraxies… but also children with autism, psychomotor disorders. 

This situation was noticed also in small services which are not integrated into specialized institutions. 
At the same time, linked with these changes into the traditional institutions, the services for integration support increase their activity:

· request in constant increasing, sometimes with waiting lists 
· set up of new services into departments which were not already endowed 

· welcome severe visual impaired children, with different pathologies such as neuro visual disorders

On the other hand, the complementary requests addressed to institutions or services seem to be the following: low vision assessment, early identification of young children and specialized expertise for professionals who are working in other medico-social services.   
2- Consequences into the institutional organization?
These new requests have repercussions on specialized structures in terms of organization, but also of provided services and of involved professional’s profile.
The new professional needs and qualifications items were often emphasized. In this respect, the needs of specialized teachers are always important (the more the children are spreaded within the ordinary schools, the more the professionals need extra time to support them), but the lacks concern the other fields: 
· need of different interveners: rehabilitation specialists, new competences (such as neuro psychology, neuro ophthalmology….) and complementary trainings

· need of qualified staff trained for associated deficiencies, pervasive developmental disorders, dyslexia, dyspraxia, etc….  

· extra time for some professionals : speech language therapist, psychologist…

For some services and institutions the challenge is to integrate the other compensatory supports into the disabled people activities and not to have just a pedagogical approach. 

The interdisciplinary cooperation and long life learning were equally underlined. 
The staff has to work differently. The great principles are more than ever important: polyvalency, adjusting, individualized practical activities, ability to work in network with other institutions, to meet and to answer to different situations, others than visual deficiencies (associated impairments).  
In consequences, which is the impact in terms of definition (or redefinition) of institution or service action plan? 
For some institutions (but not the majority) these evolutions bring new approach concerning integration of needs into the institutional action plan (modification of agreement according with the needs,  setting up of new departments, keeping the balance between special schools activities and mainstream ones). Sometimes, it is the case just to speak about a constant process of adapting of action plan to the real needs. 

The institutions seem to be focused on the importance of the multi disciplinary team (concept of reciprocal experiences and resources, transfer of competences) and on individualized intervention plan. 

How the professionals could integrate and assimilate into their knowledge the changes of the professional practical activity and the ways of intervention? 

Rehabilitation approaches seems to replace progressively the special education system related to sensory impairment (which were rather mostly a specific pedagogical approach). The pedagogical support in mainstream schools is less important, but the request of rehabilitation increase more and more.   

Professionals have to bring more and more specialized answers (more methodological and compensation expertise). Sometimes, they have to impose their expertise against the development of non specialized educators and methodology that can obstruct and change the sense of real needs.
Generally speaking, the professionals have to:
· individualize their approaches and being adapt to the needs of each child (individualized intervention plan, adapting on associated deficiencies, changes of rhythm of learning or the social life into the boarding school)
· work in a partnership with families and others partners. It is important to mention that it is not possible to work in a separate manner without justifying practice.

· work in different intervention situations and places

· increase partners awareness and keeping in the same time their own expertise as specialists 
Being confronted with complex deficiencies, the professionals of interdisciplinary team are obliged sometimes to work together (in special situations, it is necessary to have two professionals involved into the intervention situation, one being involved with working effectively with the child and the other to register the information and data).  

1- The position of professionals within the following up educational system 
The law promulgated in February 2005 put into the centre of the action the beneficiary and its family and reinforced their rights, situation where in the past the decision belonged to special institutions. In this respect, the relation with beneficiaries and their families were changed. 
The changes of expectations and requests of beneficiaries are emphasized by the majority of professionals who answered to the questionnaire. 
Thus, their expectations are however variable:

· Increase the level of information and exigency (they have the possibility to search medical information on internet)

· change the concept sense of handicap which become common, making difficult to find out the particular answers in terms of compensation (some parents have the tendency to ask particularly solutions to cure and to treat completely  their child) 
· accept learning difficulties and the other impairments associated with visually deficiency

· ask special demands on adaptation  and high level (for example: partial time into the boarding school rather than full time) 

· avoid school failure and develop the social and professional  integration after the school

· ask support for daily life (autonomy, orientation and mobility)
The partnership among professionals and beneficiaries and their families seems to be felt positively. In general, the families seems to be more involved into the action plan of their child, which has a positive consequence on the professional experience, who have to take into account the demands and following up the proposed children’s action plans. 
In this situation, we have to make sense concerning the concept of family accompaniment in the following way: 
· the necessity to take more time for communication, exchanges, experience and explanation
· the necessity to explain the both advantages and disadvantages of integration into the mainstream school

· the necessity to improve the quality approach for beneficiaries 

· the necessity to be aware of the risk to make common the concept of handicap and to forget the particular needs of children 
The new partnerships have an important place in the relation with beneficiaries. And those partners are, on one hand, MDPH (Public departmental service for disabled people) and on the other hand, services of Ministry of Education, which are responsible with following up the educational process and educational intervention plan for children and their families. 
The services of MDPH are decisional organism concerning the educational orientation of each child, according with the parents’wishes. Even if MDPH is considered as an administrative organism (they are not completely involved in the real educational situation of children, and they don’t have a quick reactivity), they are perceived as very exigent concerning the services and institutions and they have to embed the national directives (it’s necessary to justify more and more the maintaining of children in special institutions). MDPH has also the possibility to sustain the institutions as resource centres, asking them to make the expertises and specialized assessments of disabled people. 
The services on the national educational level are nowadays responsible of following up the education of visual impaired pupils, included also the children which are educated in special education system. The coordinator specialist is in charge with making the evaluation of educational programs for disabled children, according with the rules of MDPH. The opinions concerning those aspects are quite different among the persons who answered to the questionnaire. Some people emphasized a good collaboration and relationship with this coordinator; other people seem to be far away from the decisional levels; and the others are more focused on the risk to forget the real sense of the “handicap” concept and the special needs of each child.
This situation that modified place of each « actor » who are responsible of following up children (with loosing the power of special institutions and services) was not contested (positive evolution, fruitful partnership) but they were inquiring on the ways: 

· the lack of human resources leads to  unequal chances for all children (underlining the inequality related to the support bringing by family) 

· the different ways of intervention according to the department where the children live (in France, in Switzerland) 
· insufficient ways necessary to cover all the demands concerning the materials

· the inequitable different situation: on one hand, facilitation of employment of non qualified persons who support the children in the classroom and on the other hand, the difficulty to employ qualified specialists

· underlining the needs to make known the specific needs and making aware the others partners

The situation of parents is another discussion point in the following way: 
· the complexity and bureaucracy in preparing different files for disabled people (to obtain different facilities  and support) 

· the impression that they are not enough involved in the decisions making for their children by the administrative structures 
3- The future challenges for institutions and services 
Taking into consideration those changes, the directors of institutions and services would like to put in value the necessity of underlining the role of their institutions, as a main actor and to valorise the special competencies of its professionals. So, the principal challenges are: 
· maintaining a performing centre of competencies

· adapting and having the main  role in new proposals

· developing the working in network with specific technical approaches in order to promote the partnership and to maintain and to actualize the specialization of professionals (long life learning) 

· promoting adjusted and adapted solutions for each other

· developing the competencies in order to answer to specific needs of each visually impaired child (multiple disabled children, cerebral visual impairment)

· supporting the school integration related to National Education, and maintaining the specificity and the role of special services against the non specialized support

·  developing the new fields of intervention such as : professional integration, accessibility to schools, leisure and sport activities… 
· « Keeping awake » on the news in the medical research and their impact in the practical  area
The main idea is to try to transform the special schools into resource centres for disabled people and to be adapted as a place where the children who cannot be more supported into the mainstream system (not enough specialized competencies) can find out the adjusting and adapted ways for them. 
One more time, underlining the risk of misunderstanding the concept of handicap, it seems to be necessary important to promote and to defence the qualitative support which implies: 
· early intervention support (which is not reached everywhere in France)

· finding adequate solutions in order to maintain the harmony between the particularly needs of visual deficiency and mainstream education, and finding the ways to develop a complementary work (among families, specialized services and mainstream education)

· avoiding the systematically  integration of children into the mainstream schools and keeping the specialized system which provide more support for children with special needs (taking into consideration and having as a model the experience of other countries which were confronted with the same situation of complete integration)
· empowering the associations of beneficiaries which can put in value their pointing of view concerning their exigency of quality,  related to decisional forums. 

These changes are in keeping with the context of the society which is more open and informed about the aspects of disabilities (more children into the mainstream system, more students into the high level education, more adults employed, and development of accessibility…). 
The majority of people who answered to the questionnaire think that the evolution in the last year concerning the involvement of disabled people is a positive one, in terms of recognizing their rights and needs. The disabled people released from institutions which had sometimes complete power to take the decisions for them. The services provided are more professionals and more respectful towards the requests of disabled people. The point of views of an association of professionals, of an association of parents and of a federation of institutions and services will complete these opinions. 
PAGE  
1

