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children with disabilities AT MAINSTREAM PRIMARY SCHOOLS OF SERBIA

Introductory notes

Rationale

The adoption of the Convention on the Rights of the Child by the UN has brought  about important changes into defining of the rights of children with disabilities to education. The traditional approach of our educational system assumed a minimum needed ability to be the requirement for the child’s admission to the first-grade of primary school. Children not fulfilling that condition were sent to special schools established pursuant to the type of the disability. Children with  moderate, severe, profound and multiple disabilities were either sent to the close-type institutions or remained to live within their family. The Convention on the Rights of the Child determines the right of the child to education on the basis of equal opportunity as one of the major rights to be enjoyed by all children, including children with disabilities. An unauthorised summarised version of Article 28. suggests that the child has the right to education and that the State is obliged to make primary education compulsory and available free to all children as well as to encourage the development of different forms of secondary education, make them available to every child and make higher education accessible to all on the basis of the child’s capacity. The Convention provided a strong impetus first to the movement to integration and then to the movement to inclusion, both of them marking the last decade of the twentieth century. 

Though the Convention on the Rights of the Child was adopted by the UN General Assembly as far back as 1989 and immediately upon that adopted and ratified by the SFRY Government, little has been changed in this field in our country. Special schools are still attended mainly by children of socially and culturally deprived environments (mostly children from Romany families who present 80% of total number of pupils in some special schools). The Ministry of Education and Sport has taken a series of measures recently in order to modify and adjust in compliance with children’s needs both curricula and textbooks as well as to change the restrictive climate of school, thus turning school, as much as possible, into the child-centred school.

Obligations of educational system towards children with disabilities

Talking of changes in the education of children with disabilities, numerous perplexities remain in connection with this issue. To begin with, the following reasons are indicative enough of the unacceptability of the existent state:

1. There is no central register of children with disabilities. Precise data on the number of children with specific disabilities/multiple disabilities, degree of severity and place of residence are a prerequisite of taking concrete actions and long-term planning in this field;

2. Teachers are not professionally trained for work with children with disabilities, either;

3. Those few research studies conducted in this field suggest that this is an area burdened to a large degree by the lack of adequate information, negative attitudes and prejudice;

4. Schools do not have any facilities at disposal (adequate teaching material/aids, specialised textbooks for work with particular categories of children with disabilities);

5. Architectural barriers present a serious problem to the integration of children with disabilities into mainstream schools.

Therefore, it can be said that not minimum prerequisites have been met to provide conditions in our environment for full implementation and respect of the right to education as one of fundamental rights of the child.

While, on the one hand our environment is in a ‘’stalemate’’ with no essential change coming in this field, in the international community, on the other, there have been a lot of significant changes introduced throughout the last decade. Since our country, as it has already been mentioned, adopted and ratified the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, it is necessary to make the decision whether, in our country, the education of all children (at least at the level of primary education), including that of children with disabilities, should be conceptually founded and organised on the principles of inclusive education. Such a decision should precede professional, personnel, organisational and material preparations for the introduction of a new school system designed to meet the needs of all children.

The transition of conventional educational models towards the inclusive model, i.e. ‘’child-centred school’’ is a long-term process. Neither of new solutions must be less favourable for children than the previous one. The models  taken over must be adapted to our cultural and value standards. However, difficulties to be encountered in this type of change must not produce an alibi for blocking every action.

Concept approach of the UNICEF and Save the Children to the education of children with disabilities 

Both the UNICEF and Save the Children have as their basic orientation the development of programmes to promote the development of children based on the rights of the child enshrined in the UN documents. The right to equal opportunities for the education of all children, right to development based on the  healthy potentials of the child, right to be prepared for independent life to the extent possible, active support to the family of the child with disabilities, co-operation with parents in selection and implementation of programmes designed for their child are the conceptual framework for planning and carrying out of activities for the wellbeing of children with disabilities.

In planning and implementation of concrete programmes, both the UNICEF and Save the Children act in line with the attitudes stipulated by a series of international documents. The starting points of this programme designed for children with disabilities at regular primary schools of Serbia are derived from the UN  Convention on  the Rights of the Child (as well as from a series of conventions and declarations formulated on the foundations of the Convention) and national legislation.

We believe that it is of importance for the issue of education of children with disabilities to mention the Statement of Salamanca from the World Conference on Special Needs Education held in 1994. This statement embodies a plan of action agreed by representatives of 90 governments and 25 international humanitarian organisations in the field of enhancing the education of children with disabilities. Especially important are the following provisions of the Salamanca  document:

· Every child has his/her unique characteristics, interests, abilities and needs with regard to education and educational systems should be conceived so as to take into account a wide range of diversities of these characteristics and needs;

· Children with special educational needs should be given access to mainstream schools that are to adjust themselves to the pedagogy focused on the child and able to meet these needs;

· Healthy potentials of the child serve as a foundation for education and enhancement of the development of the child with a disability;

· Sending a child to special schools must be an exception to be applied only when there  are no other possibilities to meet his/her educational needs within the ordinary educational system;

· Countries having well-established systems of special schools may use them as valuable resources for development of whole schools serving as centres for training of mainstream school personnel;

· Parents are empowered to be consulted and to co-operate in making decisions on the education of their child.

I. APPROACH TO THE ISSUE

1.1 Education of Children with disabilities

The education of children with disabilities at the level of primary school takes place in mainstream schools, special schools and special classes at mainstream schools. The main feature of the part of educational system designed to meet educational needs of children with disabilities is its non-functionality and inefficiency. Comparisons of the existent state with the relevant provisions of the international community documents  (in the first place the Convention on the Rights of  the Child and Declaration on Education for All) show that the existent system is non-functional regarding many of its major elements. Failures of this segment of education are reflected in the following:

1. The largest number of children with disabilities attend mainstream primary schools (about 85% based on the survey conducted on the sample of schools) with the schools not being prepared either to accept these children or, consequently, to provide education for them. The results achieved by children with disabilities are very unsatisfactory as well as their social development;

2. Special and mainstream schools constitute two completely separate subsystems, without any system-based functional interrelation. Rare examples of service function of special school in the local community (eg. the special school of Novi Sad that serves as a training centre for special education) are only exceptions not proving the rule;

3. At special schools there are an inadmissibly large number of children from socially deprived environments, especially those of Romany origin (up to 80% at some schools);

4. Due to the unpreparedness of mainstream schools to accept some categories of children with disabilities (visually impaired and a considerable number of hearing-impaired children), these children are usually sent at their early age to boarding schools being separated from their families (which represents the breach of Article 9 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child);

5. Pilot studies carried out so far indicated the existence of strong negative prejudices against children with disabilities, especially against those belonging to socio-culturally deprived environments, as is the case with Romany children;

6. A powerful movement to abolish special schools should not be uncritically supported. For some children with severe disabilities, especially those having multiple disabilities, mainstream schools will not be a suitable place for their development up to their potentials. Special attention should be devoted to reforming of special schools which are to be reformed in compliance with the same principles pursuant to which the reform of mainstream schools is carried out. The creation of child-friendly atmosphere in the classroom and implementation of the basic principle for teacher preparation proposed by the UNESCO – the same education of the teacher for all children with supplemental training dependent on the needs of the child – would present an important step forward to alleviate numerous problems in this field.

1.2 Inclusive Model – Child-centred School

Negative experiences with education of children with disabilities in today’s mainstream primary schools (in secondary ones, practically,  there have not been any) do not mean that children with disabilities should be returned to special schools. Comparative studies of results achieved by children with disabilities in mainstream and special schools in Great Britain showed no advantages of special schools with regard to academic achievement. It is not known to us whether the similar comparative studies have  been conducted in our country, and even if they have, requests by parents’ associations, humanitarian organisations and invalids themselves for integration of children with disabilities into peer groups, as well as a human rights orientation in solving of this issue today cannot be ignored.

Children with disabilities in mainstream schools  – Experiences So Far

Although there are few studies conducted so far on attitudes taken by teachers on the integration of children with disabilities, position of these children in a peer group and their school achievement, they are worthy of attention since they indicate the problems to be solved in order to render in the best possible way regular schools capable to perform this role. The findings of the research studies on the integration of children with disabilities into mainstream schools conducted in the period from 1966 to 1989 in the republics of the former Yugoslavia can be summarised in several items:

1. Mere readiness of schools to accept children with disabilities is insufficient. Negative experiences produced by an unprepared system in children with disabilities, their parents and non-disabled peers are very dangerous as they impede restoring of integration and offer strong arguments to the opponents of the joint education of children with disabilities and non-disabled children;

2. In unprepared schools children with disabilities achieve poor results;

3. In over 50% of unprepared teachers there prevailed an openly expressed negative attitude to mainstreaming of deaf children and those with mild learning disabilities, and in some schools of  blind and physically disabled ones;

4. Children with mild learning difficulties, chronically ill and those with speech impairments were  rejected and made fun of by their peers in the classroom;

5. Children with disabilities communicated less both with teachers and peers, less frequently joined clubs, hobby groups or become involved in other extracurricular activities;

6. Children with disabilities had a lower level of aspiration in relation to academic achievement, got tired more easily when performing either intellectual or physical activities.

The situation has also remained unchanged following the separation of certain Republics of the former Yugoslavia. According to the report drawn up by UNICEF experts  in 1997, the situation greatly differed in some Republics of the former Yugoslavia, concluding that it was much more favourable in its western than in its eastern part. Pursuant to the criteria of integration successfulness by international standards, Slovenia most consistently followed the ideas of international community in connection with this field. Significant incentive was provided to integration of children with disabilities into mainstream schools by introducing favourable legal solutions, training of teachers, programmes for altering attitudes to children with disabilities, training of parents, development of humanitarian work in schools and influence on population through advocacy of rights of all children to development and education as fundamental human rights. Based on the data of the stated report by the UNICEF these measures decreased the number of children in special schools by 25%.

In the territory of Serbia, to our knowledge, there has been only one large-scale  survey conducted on a position of children with disabilities at regular schools. Within the survey by the Institute for Promotion of Education of the City of Belgrade /Zavod za unapređenje vaspitanja i obrazovanja grada Beograda/ (1992, unpublished), among other things, a list of children with disabilities at 32 bigger Belgrade primary schools (of 176 existent) was made. Although the list was not created by the UNESCO standards, the data gathered are of importance for the subject of this survey:

Categories of functional impairment
number of pupils
percentage

Learning difficulties 
1272
54.5

Multiple disabilities
374
16.1

Speech impairments
371
15.9

Profound visual impairment
176
7.5

Physical disability
84
3.7

Profound hearing impairment
54
2.3

Total
2331
100.0

Almost all of the teachers surveyed requested professional assistance (seminars, workshops, consultations with experts). None of the schools had adequate teaching material/aids or textbooks, neither architectural barriers were removed nor toilets were adapted to suit the needs of these children.

The comparisons of the school results of pupils with and those without disabilities showed that the rate of pupils to reattend the same form among the children with disabilities  was 22 times higher than among their non-disabled peers (13% : 0.6%). It was rated by the teachers of these schools that emotional disturbances and disorders in behaviour led to school failure twice more often than learning difficulties. Speech impairments (expressive, receptive and  articulatory) were the cause of school failure in the same percentage as learning difficulties. The stated results clearly indicate two things: (1) for a large number of pupils with disabilities there are no special schools at all (e.g. children with difficulties in speech development, children with border-line intellectual abilities, children with emotional disturbances, children with behavioural problems). Although these categories of children do not come under the most frequent ones, the disabilities they have are the dominant cause of their school failure since teachers not knowing how to deal with them, ‘’punish’’ the children with bad marks; (2) teachers are unprepared both for instructional and pedagogical work with these pupils.

What is inclusion and what are the reasons for acceptance of the inclusive model

Efforts taken so far to rehabilitate the child with disabilities and include him/her into a kindergarten/school produced no expected results. The failure to integrate did not discourage experts. It became obvious that the institution had to be changed so that a child could perform successfully in it. Instead of the motto ‘’Kindergarten/School-Centred Child’’ there was the ‘’Child-Centred Kindergarten/School’’ motto introduced. The integrated model was replaced by the inclusive one. Numerous models of learning have been developed aimed to foster education of all schoolchildren, both of those with and those without disabilities. In large number of schools we have had the programmes like ‘’Active learning’’, ‘’Step by Step’’ and many others developed and implemented. Thus, the first steps towards the inclusive school have been taken and thereby conditions provided for more efficient inclusion of children with disabilities into mainstream primary school.

In our environment, the distinction between integration and inclusion still has not been apprehended either at a theoretical level or at the practical level of designing pilot projects in this field.   

Integrated education treat the child as a problem and  in accordance with that the basic philosophy of this model is that the child should be brought to the state ‘’normality’’ close to the level of other children. As a result, there is an extremely small number of children with disabilities who can satisfy these criteria and be included in mainstream schools. Within this model the child with disabilities attends the chosen mainstream school and the teacher remains unprepared.

The inclusive model treats the educational system as problem. The child with disabilities enters the educational system without our attempts to ‘’correct’’ and adjust him/her to the system. The child attends the school where he/she would normally go if it were not with disabilities while the curriculum and teaching methods are adapted to meet his/her needs. The teacher is trained to be understanding and include all children with their diverse individual needs in the process of learning while the environment is less restrictive and better arranged  to suit the needs of all children. This model is long-term sustainable and the most cost-effective one providing absolutely equal opportunities to all children to participate in all school activities. Within this model, the rights of all children to education are recognised and can be attained.

The characteristics of the child-centred kindergarten/school and thereby of the child with disabilities are the following:

1. The basic criteria for the selection of individual curricula designed for the child are the needs of the child and level to which his/her capabilities are developed;

2. Both kindergartens and schools are accessible to every child, both to the one with and that without disabilities;

3. The kindergarten and school teachers are additionally trained for the work with children with disabilities, qualified to recognise their healthy potentials and enhance, based on that, the development of the child and meet the special educational, emotional and social needs of the child within the educational programme;

4. Curricula are designed to enable the child  to participate actively in class activities and maintain constant communication and interaction with teachers and peers;

5. Parents cooperate with kindergarten and school teachers as their partners to enhance the development of the child and provide further guidance in the course of his/her education;

6. Within the inclusive programme, all children are given due attention. Going from one extreme (neglect of children with disabilities) to the other (too much attention paid to children with disabilities and neglect of other children) is not inclusion. Adapted inclusive curricula and methods of their implementation (interactive, group work models of teaching) can reconcile these contradictions. 

7. The healthy, preserved potentials of the child are the backbone of development and maintenance of self-confidence and self-respect in child.

The stated characteristics of the inclusive method of education are gradually acquired throughout a long period of time. The comprehensive literature on inclusion states ten reasons in favour of inclusion, grouped under the categories of: human rights (1. All children have the right to be educated in the community; 2. Children must be protected against discrimination of any kind, including the discrimination on the basis of their disability; 3. Adults with disabilities categorically request abandonment of special education; 4. Children should not be  protected from one another), quality of education (5. Much more favourable results were achieved in connection with the emotional and social aspects of development and approximately the same in connection with the intellectual one; 6. The inclusive model ensures that all types of learning can be used in practice; 7. Educational resources like teaching materials and the like are used more efficiently) and social reasons (8. Segregation causes prejudice and ignorance; 9. All children deserve to receive education  which is to prepare them for life in the community and 10. Only inclusion commencing at an early age has potentials to develop positive attitudes to disability).

Our experience with preschool inclusion 

Save the Children experts in Montenegro and Serbia have long experience in the implementation of inclusive programmes for preschool children with disabilities. The experiences gained with preschool children being valuable for development of primary school programmes, will be briefly summarised here. We will state the questions asked by the programme teams and the results obtained.

1. Is it possible to integrate children with disabilities into preschool groups?

The  results obtained following up the children with different types and  severity of disabilities showed that the majority of children with disabilities could be included in kindergarten non-disabled peer groups. Only exceptionally profound disabilities, as, for example, autism and severe forms of multiple disabilities require more complex implementation and, according to our experience, they  presented a contraindication for the inclusive programme. In children having severe forms of behavioural problems (especially those with impulsive and aggressive tendencies), the results varied. Some kindergarten teachers succeeded in dealing with these children, some did not. Practically all of the children with sensory difficulties (sight, hearing) and forms of physical disability successfully fitted in their kindergarten group.

2. Is it possible to avoid a delay in the development of children with special needs?

At the time of the kindergarten inclusive programme introduction this dilemma was highly conspicuous. Namely , the question arose whether these children would intuitively feel inferior in the environment of their more skilful peers and exhibit a delay in development. Over the long period of work (four years in Montenegro and two years in Serbia) there were no signs of developmental delay indications noticed in children with disabilities, i.e. relapse in any field of mental development (intellectual, emotional or social). The programme participants (kindergarten specialists, teachers and parents of the children) agreed that no delay occurred throughout the duration of programme not even in the children with severe disabilities (but no more visible improvement was achieved either).

3. Is it possible to achieve more significant promotion of the development of children with disabilities in all key aspects (intellectual, emotional, social and speech development) by current programmes within the inclusive model?

This question is of high importance for the implementation of inclusive programmes in school. It is not easy to give an explicit answer due to a high variability of developmental indicators in the group of children with disabilities. On the whole the most significant improvement was determined in emotional and social field. The development of capabilities, language and speech development and psychomotor development were much poorer. If the same tendencies were ascertained at the preschool age it means that significant progress of a child with disabilities might be expected in socialisation, communication and emotional stabilisation but not in academic achievement.

4. Is it possible to organise educational work in a group without neglecting non-disabled children?

Although it has been shown that kindergarten teachers must pay somewhat more attention to children with disabilities,  the work was so organised (according to their interests) that children could make up for less frequent contact with the teacher by their own initiative, through group work and in other ways, so that it even produced positive effects – stimulation of independence. None of the parents of healthy children made a similar objection.

5. Is it possible to train and motivate teachers to successfully lead the educational group under difficult conditions  of work?

The experience gained in inclusive programmes so far show that it is possible to achieve a needed level of additional training and motivation for work in educational groups with children with disabilities. Most of teachers stated that the programme presented professional challenge and new experience for them.

1.3 Subject of Research

The subject of this pilot study is twofold:

1 To determine based on the framework of attitudes and values of classroom and subject teachers the readiness of educational system to foster the development of children with special needs in mainstream primary schools;

2 To determine the current position of children with disabilities in mainstream primary schools with regard to all key aspects (learning accomplishment, relation with teachers, pupils, child-parents relation as well as school needs for facilities requisite to ensure more successful work with children with disabilities).

1.4 Expected Results

The most important expected results of this study might be established in the following way: to get a clear picture of the position of children with disabilities in mainstream primary schools and based on that launch programmes of action focused on promoting the development of children with disabilities, develop adequate programmes aimed to train teachers for more successful work with these children as well as prepare schools and the local community for more efficient work in this field. It is of importance to assess the possibility of introducing the inclusive programme in regular primary schools and thereby  assess the real pace at which these changes are to be implemented.

II METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH

2.1 Research Objectives

1. To determine the needs of pupils with disabilities and based on that give suggestions for preparation of compensatory programmes for the next stage of research;

2. To determine additional educational needs of teachers and prepare based on findings obtained the programmes of the additional teacher training for the work with children with disabilities;

3. To determine school needs for teaching material, textbooks and other equipment requisite for the work with children with disabilities;

4. To determine value framework of teachers, parents and peers of importance for further work and communication with children with disabilities.

2.2 Research Importance

This pilot study has, first of all, practical importance. It should give its contribution to the process of reforming of the given educational system, especially of its segment referring to the education of children with disabilities in regular primary schools. The future research results should provide guidelines for methods to be used to prepare teachers in the course of their college education and, later, during the professional practice. The findings should help to solve the major dilemma: whether regular schools are ready to accept children with disabilities and if they are, what forms of assistance are necessary to be provided to them. In case that the answer to the basic question is positive, a series of research studies would follow in the course of which an array of problems significant for efficient introduction of inclusion into our educational system would be investigated. This research should give a preliminary evaluation of motivation and preparedness of parents of children with disabilities for a partnership. The issue of costs should not be disregarded. This important issue, which has been constantly neglected so far, will be only opened by this study and it in the part discussing needs of schools with financial expenditures (additional staff employment, organisation of regional seminars, school equipment, removal of architectural barriers, and the like). This issue should be the subject of a respective study and it should be considered again not before a central register of children and youth with disabilities is made.

2.3  Preparation activities

In the preparatory period, a conversation was held about the contents and volume of the research study at the Development Sector of the Ministry of Education and Sports. A UNICEF education advisor was consulted and, then, a research  project was designed and instruments determined. An agreement was reached on the research objectives, region and sources of data. It was agreed that the objectives set should be realised in consultation with teachers, associates (psychologists and pedagogues of schools), heads of schools, children with disabilities, parents of children with disabilities, parents of non-disabled children and representatives of local communities. Contents to be assessed were determined for each category of participants respectively. The UNICEF accepted to provide funds. The implementation of the project in its entirety was entrusted to the humanitarian organisation ‘’Save the Children’’, Belgrade office, it having a longer experience in this field and a team for projects designed for children with disabilities.

2.4 Selection of Region, School and Children

In the Ministry of Education and Sports it was decided that the research should be carried out in 3 regions (five schools in each region, totalling 15 schools). It was set that in schools all classroom and subject teachers, school specialists (psychologists and pedagogues) and heads of schools should be surveyed (a total of 328 surveyed persons). In the regional Ministry Departments, in co-operation with the Heads of the Departments the Save the Children The Fund team made the selection of schools, called the meeting with associates at which they were informed on the research objectives. Four children with disabilities of each school were selected  (a total of 60 children). Also, one non-disabled classmate of the selected child with disabilities was designated ( a total of 60 children). All the parents of the children with disabilities (60 parents) and 100 parents of the non-disabled children were surveyed. Each school accepted the obligation to hold a conversation in the local community (with representatives of municipality authorities, development-counselling units, special schools, day-care centres) on the situation in the field and plans for the further period.

2.5 Preparation of Field Research Co-ordinators

There was a seminar held for the school specialists designated by the heads of schools as the field research co-ordinators with the following contents:

1. Objectives by the Save the Children Fund and UNICEF within the work with children with special needs – presentation of the project

2. Inclusion – a theoretical concept and dilemmas

3. Experiences of the implementation of inclusive programmes in kindergartens

4. Training for application of instruments

5. The analysis of experiences by school specialists with children with disabilities

There were consultations held among school specialists who conducted the field study in schools, if needed, by telephone.

2.6. Programme Implementation 

1. The questionnaire for following up the development of the child was filled in by a team. The team consisted of the classroom teacher of the child with disabilities, psychologist, pedagogue and (where conditions allowed that possibility) the parent of the child. The medical history of the child was used from all the sources available as well as school documentation (in the first place assessments at the admission of the child to the school and his/her marks);

2. The questionnaire for teachers, school specialists and heads of schools, questionnaires for parents of children with disabilities and non-disabled children were applied according to the standard procedure for questionnaire application.

3. The questionnaires for children with disabilities and non-disabled children, the questionnaire for representatives of the local community were conducted as a semi-standardised interview.

2.7 Research Instruments

1. Questionnaire for classroom/subject teachers, school specialists and heads of schools 

Purpose and Structure

It is designed to determine the framework of teacher attitudes and values in connection with the education of children with disabilities in mainstream schools. The questionnaire contained the following thematic units: (1) The conviction on justifiableness of the joint education of children with and those without disabilities – in principle and according to the type of disability; (2) Personal experience in the work with children with disabilities – in the whole and according to the type of disability; (3) Pedagogical and instructional problems in the work with children with disabilities and the methods applied to solve them; (4) Acceptance of the children with disabilities by their peers; (5) Professional training for work with children with disabilities and (6) Adequacy of school facilities and teaching material/aids requisite for the work with special categories of children with disabilities.

2. Follow-up questionnaire for pupil development monitoring

Purpose and Structure

The questionnaire is of the integrative type. It comprises all data at disposal of the school on the child (medical ones, those provided by the school or parents). It is designed to assess the status of the child, his/her progress in school and relation with his/her teacher and peers. The questionnaire includes the parents’ assessment of the child, description of the child’s individual curriculum (if there is any) and list of needs by the school necessary to ensure successful work with children with disabilities.

3. Interview for child with disabilities 

Purpose and Structure

The interview is of the semi-structured type. It is designed for assessment of the attitude of the child towards school and school obligations, relation with his/her peers and teacher.

4. Questionnaire for parents of child with disabilities

Purpose and structure

The questionnaire comprises a series of standardised questions designed to assess the parent as an active partner of school in promotion of the development of the child. It contains questions about the desirability of the joint education of children with and those without disabilities, expectations by parents since the enrolment of the child, satisfaction with the attitude of teachers and school specialists towards the child at enrolment and schooling of the child, assessment of the acceptance of the child by his/her peers and assistance provided to the child by his/her parents in fulfilling school obligations.

5. Interview for non-disabled child 

Purpose and Structure

The interview is of the semi-standardised type. The objective of the interview is to assess the apprehension of a child with disabilities, to assess the relation between children with and those without disabilities, to assess readiness of peers to help their schoolmate with disabilities. The co-ordinators of the programme  were instructed that they could conduct the conversation individually or with a group of children but without attendance of the child with disabilities. 

6. Questionnaire for parents of children with disabilities

Purpose and Structure

The questionnaire is of the standardised type. It is aimed to assess attitudes and opinions towards the joint education of children with and those without disabilities. It contains questions about the personal attitude of parents of non-disabled children to the integrated model of education and attitudes they have formed talking with their children about the children with disabilities. Special questions are designed to assess the  impression by parents on neglecting of their own child since the teacher’s attention is occupied by the child with disabilities. 

7. Interview for representatives of local community (municipality and municipality institutions in charge of children with disabilities)

Purpose and Structure

The interview is designed for local community representatives so that they can assess the type and degree of the care provided to the children with disabilities in their environment and state their planned actions, results and measures taken to improve the situation.

III RESEARCH RESULTS

3.1 Framework of attitudes and values of teachers, school specialists and heads of schools concerning education of children with disabilities

The transfer from the traditional education model, where school results are a prerequisite for the realisation of the right of the child to education, to inclusive education calls for the alteration of the framework of attitudes and values of educational professionals. In the inclusive model of education equal opportunities for all children to attend schools, regardless of the level to which their abilities are developed, are the right of the child. The introduction of the inclusive model is not possible without preparing teaching personnel for such a change, not only by provision of  professional training to them, but by alteration of their framework of attitudes and values. Unless this condition is fulfilled , school is not going to be a ‘’child-centred place’’ for a child with disabilities, but a place where due to the atmosphere of intolerance created unpleasant experiences will accumulate, and thereby a sense of insecurity, loss of self-respect, bad relation with peers and other circumstances unfavourable for the development of the child.

One of the key questions to be answered by this survey was : ‘’Is there a critical number of teachers who consider that the education of children with disabilities is an inalienable right of every child?’’ It is the answer to this question which is to determine what type of preparatory activities are necessary, in what order to perform them and how long they are to last.

Table 1. The assessment of personal readiness of educational professionals to accept the initiative by the international community to provide the opportunity for children with disabilities to be educated with their non-disabled peers



Subotica
Niš
Belgrade
Total

It is an inalienable right of every child
n

%
40

36.4
17

14.8
22

21.4
79

24.1

A selective approach is necessary

57

51.8
74

64.3
65

63.1
196

59.8

It is a Utopia in our conditions

13

11.8
24

20.9
16

15.5
53

16.2

Total

110
115
103
328

The results shown indicate two clear tendencies:

1. The percentage of the teachers accepting the joint education of children with and those without disabilities as an inalienable right of every child is inadequate (only 24%);

2. There are significant differences between the regions with regard to the framework of values and attitudes concerning education as an inalienable right of every child.

The only conclusion that can be drawn from the data obtained is that the movement to inclusion in the education system will encounter a lot of difficulties and that an alteration of teachers’ attitudes presents the requisite first step. The regional variations speak about an order of localities in which the inclusive programme should be commenced. In the regions with more conspicuous resistance to the inclusive model of education it is necessary to, selectively, implement the programme in those schools and with those teachers who do not have such resistance. The campaigns advocating the rights of children with disabilities to the joint education of children with and those without disabilities and informing on results achieved in this field abroad and in the country are necessary to be launched in all the regions.

Answers to this question differ with regard to other characteristics as well (function, sex and age of persons surveyed), we will briefly summarise this:

1. There is 23% of classroom teachers, 16% of subject teachers, 48% of school specialists (psychologists and pedagogues) and 28% of heads of the schools (a total of 79 of 328 surveyed persons or 24%) considering the joint education of children with and those without disabilities an inalienable right of all children. The opposite attitude is expressed by 18% classroom teachers, 16% of subject teachers, 4% of school specialists and none of heads of schools. These data are interesting all the more, the greatest resistance to inclusion being expressed by the subject teachers, while at the same time the preparation for inclusive education is hardest to be organised for this category of educational professionals. It is possible to prepare classroom teachers within basic studies at their parent college. Subject teachers receive their education at a great number of faculties, the subjects they teach diverge regarding the degree of difficulty their subjects present to specific categories of children with disabilities. Further applied studies should show how this issue is to be solved.

2. The greatest mistrust concerning the joint education of children with and those without disabilities is expressed by classroom and subject teachers with the smallest number of years of service (5 years). In this group only 16% of them regards it to be an inalienable right, while 33% considers it a Utopia. There are no significant differences in either acceptance of or resistance to inclusion;

3. There are certain differences between men and women with regard to their  attitude to inclusion (20% men and 25 women among the subject teachers consider the right to the joint education of all children to be beyond dispute. It cannot be assessed from the data whether the differences ensue from the fact that there is a considerably higher percentage of women among the classroom teachers and more men among the subject teachers. The already existing data show that the similar differences were established between the form-masters and subject teachers. 

4. The attitudes of the parents of non-disabled children are more positive than those of the classroom and subject teachers. There is 38.4% of surveyed persons of this category who considers the joint education of children with and those without disabilities to be an inalienable right of every child, only 9% of them regards it a Utopia, while the remaining 53% considers that the issue is to be approached selectively, i.e. dependent on the type and severity degree of the disability. The explanations given by these parents show that the support to joint education would be much greater if the fear that their children will be neglected due to greater attention paid by the classroom teacher to children with disabilities were alleviated. These data are particularly interesting due to the fact that the teaching staff frequently explain their negative attitudes towards inclusion by the expected resistance by parents of non-disabled children, considering that this resistance cannot be overcome.

5. The answers given by the parents of children with disabilities differ significantly from the answers by the other persons surveyed. Fully 86.4% of the parents of children with disabilities considers the joint education of their children with non-disabled children highly desirable. There is 10.2% of those who regards it desirable under condition that school is ready to admit them. None of the parents opted for education of his/her child in special conditions, i.e. to send the child to special school.

There is a great discrepancy noticeable from the data obtained between the parents of children with disabilities and all the others. Their wish to have their child attending mainstream school is extremely strong and motivation is preserved in spite of the fact that the results achieved by the children with disabilities in school are unsatisfactory and that they encounter problems both with peers and teachers. The datum that the parents of children with disabilities in the environments where there is the least readiness to admit these children to mainstream educational system shown (see Table 1) consider the joint education of their children with peers highly desirable (100%).

The results of previous surveys (especially those conducted in Croatia during last two decades) showed that the readiness of educational professionals to accept specific categories of children with disabilities greatly varied. Those surveys showed that the severity of disability less influenced the readiness of teachers and peers to accept the child than the type of disability. Although the results obtained greatly varied it was a common characteristics of all those surveys that there was the lowest acceptance of the children with behavioural disorders, and that the teachers and non-disabled children and their parents held a unanimous opinion that children with disabilities should not be educated together with their peers. To take such an attitude would practically mean to prevent the child with behavioural disorders from receiving any education, since there are no schools designed for this category of disabilities. The only school of this type (in Belgrade) is practically designed for delinquent youth and it is a boarding school. It has been shown that the key criterion for acceptance of a child with disabilities is his/her non-disturbance of classes and non-aggressive behaviour.

The following data were obtained in this survey on the readiness of schools to admit children with disabilities of specific categories:

Table 2: The assessment by teachers of the conditions for the joint education of children with disabilities with non-disabled peers dependent on the type of disability

Type of disability

Yes
Partially
No
Total

Profound visual impairment
n

%
66

20.1
83

25.3
176

54.6
328

100

Profound hearing impairment

62

18.9
91

27.7
175

53.4
328

100

Mild learning difficulties

137

41.8
107

32.6
84

25.6
328

100

Chronic Illnesses

167

50.9
73

22.2
88

26.9
328

100

Physical disability

113

34.5
107

32.6
108

32.9
328

100

Emotional problems

165

50.3
88

26.8
75

22.9
328

100

Behavioural problems

117

35.7
107

32.6
104

31.7
328

100

Although almost none of the mainstream schools of Serbia has adequate teaching material/aids, adapted space or textbooks designed for children with disabilities, there is noticeable unpreparedness for the acceptance of visually and hearing impaired children. It must be borne on mind that children with sensory impairments (sight, hearing), being few, are most often placed in boarding special schools, which imposes additional problems. It has already been pointed out that the separation of these children from their parents constitutes a breach of Article 9. of the Convention on the Rights of the Child. The estrangement of the child and his/her family members results in particularly serious problems. Today’s technical possibilities enable substantial alleviation of this problem. Computers for the blind, various technical reading aids, mobile teams of teachers of blind children would allow a large number of profoundly visually impaired children to stay with their family during their schooling. The same applies to visually impaired children.

Chronically ill and physically disabled children frequently do not attend school regularly due to their health problems. Both children themselves and their parents loose the motivation for school achievement, investing all their energy, which is understandable, in efforts to improve the health of their child. Children with emotional and behavioural problems present a special difficulty for unprepared teachers. Concurrently, no alternative form of education has been provided to these children, so that teachers, lacking an appropriate educational measure, ‘’punish’’ them with bad marks. Children with multiple disabilities (most often mild learning difficulties accompanied by sensory impairments or/and psychomotor disabilities or/and difficulties in speech development) pose almost insoluble problem to teachers. 

Among the regions, there were significant differences found in connection with assessments by educational professionals of the educational conditions of specific categories of children with disabilities. In the Subotica region, 37% of teachers considers that there are no conditions for the joint education of visually impaired children with peers, 53% in the Belgrade one and 59% of them in the Niš region. The assessment that there was no possibility of joint education of the visually impaired child with his/her peers was made by 37% of teachers in Subotica, 41% in Belgrade and 61% of them in Niš. In all the three regions, the lowest is the percentage of teachers who are of the opinion that there are no conditions for the joint education of  children with learning difficulties and their peers (about 20%). The assessment that there was no possibility of the joint education of physically disabled children with their peers was made by 14% of the surveyed in Subotica, 33% in Niš and 37% in Belgrade. The assessment that there was impossibility of the joint education of chronically ill children with peers was made by 18% persons surveyed in Subotica, 20% in Niš and 28% in Belgrade. Similar tendencies were displayed by the assessments that there was no possibility of the joint education of children with emotional problems and their peers (Subotica 18%, Niš 20% and Belgrade 22%). The joint education of children with behavioural problems and their healthy peers is called into question by 16% of the surveyed in Subotica, 28% in Belgrade and 36% of them in Niš.

Among the answers to the questions of this group, significant differences were found among certain categories of educational professionals (classroom teachers, subject teachers and school specialists). The subject teachers, with consistency, most frequently deny the possibility of the joint education of children with disabilities with their peers while such a position was least frequently held by psychologists and pedagogues, whichever of the specific difficulties may be in question.

3.2 Psychophysical status and position of children with disabilities in school

Categories of disabilities of the children surveyed

The survey comprised 62 children with disabilities. There were three dominant categories of children with: learning difficulties, sensory impairments and functional disabilities of psychomotor functions (inclusive of speech) and  multiple disabilities.

Learning difficulties
30 pupils

Multiple disabilities
17 pupils

Selective difficulties in learning (mathematics)
1 pupil

Psychomotor developmental disabilities
5 pupils

Profound hearing impairment
1 pupil

Profound visual impairment
1 pupil

Emotional problems
1pupil

Impaired or undeveloped speech
2 pupils

Behavioural problems
2 pupils

Total
61 pupil

The most frequent multiple disabilities in the surveyed sample of children with disabilities

· impaired learning, dyslexia, dysgraphia

· impaired learning, speech impairments, educational neglect

· impaired learning, emotional difficulties, asocial behaviour

· impaired learning, behavioural problem

· intellectual disability, emotional and behavioural problems, educational neglect

· intellectual disability, dyslalia, emotional disturbances, social neglect

· intellectual disability, epilepsy, visual impairments, slowed psychomotor development, impaired speech

· intellectual disability, dyslalia

· intellectual disability, behavioural problem

· intellectual disability, visual impairment, impaired and inarticulate speech

· cerebral palsy, hyperkinetic behaviour, impaired  visual and space orientation, difficulties in movement and psychomotor organisation, impaired and inarticulate speech, strabismus (squint)

· emotional problems, visual impairment, stammering

· emotional problems, difficulties in socialisation and communication 

· hiperkinetic syndrome, slowed and disharmonic speech development, paranoid fears

· emotional and behavioural problems

The stated survey of types of multiple disabilities clearly indicate that the children greatly differed among each other and that there is little possibility that teachers will meet the educational needs of this group without special preparation. It should be taken into account that there is a significant percentage of children with multiple disabilities in special schools as well. Special schools for these children not existing, a type of special school is determined based on the dominant disability. However, as it has already been shown, the majority of these children fall into the category of those with border-line intellectual abilities, therefore not fulfilling the statutory minimum for enrolment in special schools. Additional research of this problem is necessary and closer coordination between the educational and health-care systems so as to find an adequate solution for this problem.

Instructional and pedagogical difficulties in the work of classroom and subject teachers with children with disabilities

The teachers were asked to state the difficulties encountered by pupils with disabilities to achieve,  their methods of resolving these  difficulties, pedagogical problems they have with this category of pupils and their methods to solve them. We have selected only a part of answers to these questions:

Difficulties in learning

Poorly comprehends the main point

Does not distinguish between important and unimportant

Cannot logically connect facts

Does not comprehend cause-and-effect links

Complete mental block

Reasoning difficulties

Slows the whole class

Does not fulfil the minimum requirements

Frequent non-attendance 

Has memory difficulties  

He/She is slow

Refuses to work, silent all the time

Easily gets tired

Does not exercise enough 

He/she is overburdened

Methods to solve problems in learning

Give tasks adequate to the pupil’s ability

Give enough time for carrying out the task (completing/performing* the task)

Encourage and praise well-done work

Provide more explanations, exercises and repetition

Provide more interesting posters, boards, teaching material

Work through play

Use extra written exercises

Reduce the scope of teaching material

An individual approach is taken to drill and mark the pupil

Pedagogical Problems

A tendency towards destructive behaviour

Active and passive isolation (neither other children accept them nor they accept other children, either)

Difficulties in communication

Other children make fun of them and it is hard to prevent

A tendency towards reckless behaviour

They ask endless attention without giving anything

They neither respect teachers nor other children

They interrupt teachers in the middle of the sentence

Methods to solve pedagogical problems

Through co-operation with pedagogically-psychological service at school

Through co-operation with city/town health service

Influencing other pupils to accept the child

Stimulating other children not to laugh at and make fun of the child

Through co-operation with the family

By inclusion in the team work

Treating the child with patience, attention and understanding 

By the participation of the child in social events and having fun with other children outside the classroom

Enhancement of self-esteem by praising the child when he/she performs a task successfully

Talking with other children in private about the child, the child not being present on such occasion

Organising birthday celebrations at school 

By psychodrama sessions designed to overcome the problem

Including the child into the school workshops according to his/her interest

Patiently listening to the child with disabilities

Creating the atmosphere to provide every child an opportunity to display his/her best characteristics

By consistence

It clearly ensues from the stated answers by the teachers that instructional problems and pedagogical ones present one educational unity. No conclusion can be reached based on the given answers on the nature of the problem being solved, whether the characteristics of the child were taken into account, or what conditions the child lives in or what effects were achieved by these methods. At this stage this was not asked, but if the investigation is continued, particular attention will be paid to this segment of the teacher-pupil relation. The problem itself along with the measures taken and effects achieved constitute one logical unity and therefore should be investigated in compliance with this.

Assessment of the motivation of pupils for learning in the whole and for respective subjects made by teachers

The sample of pupils with disabilities comprised mainly pupils of the first form of all the schools. Therefore, their school performance could not be assessed based on their marks. Due to this reason it was evaluated that the assessment of the motivation of pupils with disabilities for respective subjects as well as of the motivation for classes attended in the whole made by the classroom teachers would be a good indicator of their position in school. The following results were obtained:

Motivation for learning in the whole
2.66

Serbian 
2.62

Mathematics
2.41

Nature and Society Studies
2.51

Visual Art 
3.38

Music
3.21

Physical Education
3.78

It can be seen from the stated data that there are two groups of subjects pupils with disabilities are particularly motivated for. The first group consists of mathematics, Serbian and nature&society studies, and the other one of visual art, music and physical education. The assessments by the children with disabilities as to which of the respective subjects they find difficult to learn as well as those given by their classmates concerning which of the subjects they achieve less successful results in are in compliance with the assessments made by their classroom teachers. These data are empirically known and are expected. In further stages of investigations, sources of difficulty imposed by the stated subject are to be assessed. It is known that a considerable number of children with disabilities have receptive and expressive speech impairments, not only the articulatory ones. This varies dependent on the type of disability so that it is necessary to prepare an individual compensatory curricula for the stated subjects designed for each individual pupil. If supplemental assistance in learning of respective subjects were organised in the classroom and out of it (first of all Serbian and mathematics with commitment of specialised service, municipality specialists, assistants) both much easier progress of the children with disabilities would be achieved and an acceptable pace of progress by non-developed children would be maintained.

The second group of subjects might play an important role in acquiring confidence and stabilisation of self-esteem of pupils with disabilities, especially in the period of their adaptation. Most children with disabilities are fond of subjects teaching skills and certain areas of art. In these fields they frequently achieve results close to those of their non-disabled peers. Children whose disabilities are not intellectual ones frequently show an interest in mathematics and Serbian (particularly in literature), as it ensues from their answers given at the interview. At all events, for any child with disabilities who needs supplemental assistance an assessment of dominant field of interests is a prerequisite for his/her successful integration into the class and a basis for drawing up of compensatory individual curricula.

Assessment of pupils’ characteristics of importance for learning achievement made by classroom teachers

Difficulties in attention distribution, decreased curiosity, difficulties in accepting of school tasks, a lack of independence and poor emotional control are characteristics of children with disabilities that the majority of educational professionals state first on the list of difficulties encountered in the work with these pupils and consider an impediment to their successful integration into mainstream school. The teachers assessed the children with disabilities on the scale from 1-5 and the following scores were obtained:

Curiosity
2.83

Attention distribution 
2.24

School tasks
2.66

Independence
2.08

Emotional control
2.83

Starting from the assumption that the teachers assessed correctly the stated characteristics of the children with disabilities, the results obtained are worrying. Almost all stated characteristics stem from certain organic deficit, most frequently a neurological one, and are hard to change. On the other hand, these characteristics are of importance for school performance. And what bears even more weight, the importance of these characteristics grows with the increase in the complexity of the curriculum.

The stated characteristics also vary with the age of pupil and symbolisation of school experience. Positive experiences (success, acceptance by peers and teachers) alleviate while the negative ones aggravate the situation. In certain categories of children with disabilities, the initially high motivation decreases with the development of self-consciousness where their disability presents a significant source of strain (e.g. literature and practice records the examples of children with physical disability, especially female ones, in whom the motivation literally fell to pieces with an increase in the consciousness of the importance of their own physical disability at an adult age). In case of seriously chronically ill children (e.g. a heart defect, leukemia, carcinoma and the like) neither children nor parents are able to free themselves from the obsession with the illness and stimulate the motivation for school in the child. The findings in the whole and those of literature, as well as daily experience indicate that motivation problems are a more important cause of under-performance of children with disabilities in school than the abilities of the child. It ensues from the stated view that issues concerning the development of the motivation to be educated (first of all by  activities stimulating the curiosity of the child and enhancing the development of self-esteem through successful performance of both curricular and extra-curricular activities.

It is hard to improve the attention of children with disabilities. Also, it is hard to achieve his/her higher motivation to participate in class activities even when the school is well-equipped for this function. However, it is much easier to destroy motivation. As an illustration, we state the example provided by a parent of a non-disabled child:

I am acquainted with the case of the hearing and visually impaired boy. He completed 4 forms of mainstream primary school with good results shown. In the fifth form his form-master and music teacher, complained that he spoils his form’s grade point average. On the initiative of the form-master, the boy’s parents accepted to transfer him to the special school for hearing impaired children. The psychologist and teachers of the school in which the child completed the first four forms considered that the child should continue his schooling in his current school. The child returned to the school, knowing that his form-master didn’t want him. Upon that, school turned into evil for the child and learning became torture. Two months before the end of the school year the child fell ill without completing the fifth grade even several years later.

This example points to the importance of creating friendly atmosphere for every child and to the influence (both positive and negative) that a teacher might exert in the class. 

We will state several examples of unfavourable judgements by teachers to illustrate the underlying emotional charge:

· I am appalled both as an educational professional and as a  parent, with all due respect towards children with special needs and their parents;

· I don’t know whose idea this has been. Neither children with nor those without disabilities gain anything. It’s all absurd. I haven’t a clue how to prevent healthy children from making a fun and mockery of such children and cruelty towards them;

· Together by no means. There are a lot of sensitive healthy children who would take it hard.

It has already been stated (see Table 1) that the percentage of the educational workers who consider the joint education of children with and without disabilities an inalienable right is higher (24%) than of those who are against and consider it a Utopia (16%). However, the stated examples clearly indicate that this minority possesses a strong aggressive potential which can significantly impede the action, inductively exerting a considerable influence on the school personnel, as well. These findings clearly show that one of the subjects of further research studies of this issue should also be finding of an optimal methodology to attenuate this resistance.

School specialists of pedagogically-psychological service and children with disabilities

In comparison with all other categories of educational professionals, the school specialists of pedagogically-psychological service have the most positive attitude towards the joint education of children with and those without disabilities (48% considers it an inalienable right of every child, 48% considers it useful, but that the approach must be selective and 4%, i.e. only one person surveyed, considers it a Utopia in our conditions. The significance of this datum ensues clearly from the fact that over 80% of all teachers first address school pedagogues and psychologists in order to promote the work or solve a problem with a child with disabilities. This service is responsible for the communication with Placement Commissions (which are part of the health service), the municipality and parents, the enrolment assessment of the child and preparation of documents for possible transfer of the child to the special school in case of more conspicuous and long-term failure. The implementation of stimulating measures also falls in the competence of this service.

Pursuant to the data provided by the personnel of this service, the medical documentation with which children come to school is inadequate to take early measures which are to ensure better school achievement of the child and his/her integration in school. Different standards are applied by various health services (in the first place development-counselling units and placement commissions) with regard to what a disability is and what its pedagogical implications are. These differences result in assessing a high percentage of children as children fulfilling the conditions for admission to school who later experience failure and are sent to special school, which presents an additional trauma both for a child and his/her family. We consider that it is necessary to launch an initiative for closer functional co-operation of development-counselling units, placement commissions and schools so as to use the data at disposal of health service to foster the development of the child. Throughout the survey numerous examples were recorded illustrating a shortfall or total lack of co-operation  between the services as well as extremely negative attitudes to inclusion by specialists who work in some services of importance for children with disabilities.

The data obtained showed that the assessments by the psychologists and pedagogues, as well as information provided by the parents (including the medical documentation) had been made known to the classroom teachers when respective classes were formed. We will state an example to illustrate the communication between psychologists/pedagogues and classroom teachers:

A girl A.I. is noticeably backward in school work. She shows emotionally-social immaturity. Her intellectual profile has been assessed by a polyprofile test. It has been determined that she has good short-term memory and displays an interest in arithmetic operations. She is persistent but untidy and slowed. In conversation with the female classroom teacher the healthy potentials of the child were pointed out to her and advise was given how to solve the problem concerning each of her characteristics of maladapted behaviour. Although her assessed IQ is under the statutory norm required for the admission of a child to mainstream school (the child falls into the category of mild mental retardation) it has been assessed that the child should stay in mainstream school and  that there is a possibility that she may perform successfully but not to the extent expected by her parents. Their expectation of excellent or very good results is unreal but good immediate memory and an interest in mathematics, and thereby the existing motivation to work present a basis for a good prognosis of her school achievement.

The stated example as well as many others obtained by this survey point out that the additional training of this service personnel might considerably contribute to the successful implementation of ‘’child-centred school’’ and integration of children with disabilities in school together with their peers.

Social status of children with disabilities at school

Many factors determine the social status of a child with disabilities. The child’s characteristics, family situation and methods of his/her upbringing, socialisation and relationship with peers, the relation of adults to the child (first of all, the teacher’s relation to the pupil), preparedness of teachers and school specialists as well as features of the environment in which  the child lives are some of them. This pilot also presents the assessments of some elements of the social status of the child with disabilities made by the children (with and those without disabilities), parents of both categories of children, teachers ( form-masters and subject teachers) and pedagogically-psychological service personnel.

Table 3a. The team assessment (classroom teacher, parent and school specialist) of joint acceptance of children with and without disabilities

Modalities of acceptance

Subotica
Niš
Belgrade
Total

Joint acceptance
n

%
9

47.4
7

35.0
6

27.3
22

36.1

Accepts other pupils but they do not accept him

5

26.3
12

60.0
11

50.0
28

45.9

Pupils accept him/her but he/she does not accept them 

5

26.3
1

5.0
5

22.7
11

18.0

Total

19
20
22
61

100%

Though it was impossible to draw more reliable conclusions due to an unrepresentative sample and small number of surveyed persons, the tendencies displayed are in compliance with the already shown data and open answers given by certain surveyed persons. The joint acceptance of children with and those without disabilities is more pronounced in Subotica than in Niš or Belgrade based on joint assessment made by teachers, parents and school specialists. A tendency that the child with disabilities accepts other children and they do not accept him/her is more marked in Niš and Belgrade than in Subotica. The rarest situation is that pupils accept the child with disabilities but he/she does not accept other children (only one case in Niš, five of them in Subotica and Belgrade, respectively).

Table 3b. The assessment by the parents of children with disabilities of the relation to their child upon his/her admission to school (general impression)

Assessment of relation

Subotica
Niš
Belgrade
Total

The relation is satisfactory
n

%
17

89.5
12

80.0
17

68.0
46

78%

There have also been some unpleasant experiences

2

10.5
3

20.0
4

16.0
9

15.3

Unfortunately, the relation has been unsatisfactory

0

-
0

-
4

16.0
4

6.7

Total

19
15
25
59

100%

Their experience with the way in which their child had been accepted was assessed as unpleasant by 10% of the parents of children with disabilities in Subotica, 20% in Niš and about one third of them in Belgrade. The reservation is also necessary here, due to a small number of the persons surveyed, as to the assessments regarding the compliance of this datum with the previous ones, at least when the regions are at issue.

Table 3c. The assessment by the parents of children with disabilities of the acceptance of their child by his/her classroom teacher

Assessment of acceptance

Subotica
Niš
Belgrade
Total

Quite good
n

%
17

89.5
14

93.3
18

72.0
49

83.1

Correct but with distance

2

10.5
1

6.7
4

16.4
7

11.9

He/She has not been accepted

0

-
0

-
3

12.0
3

5.1

Total

19
15
25
59

The assessment of the acceptance of the child by his/her classroom teacher made by the parents of child with disabilities is extremely favourable. It is indicated in the section putting forth the difficulties that the teachers encounter in the course of achievement of educational goals* with the children with disabilities that these difficulties are great. However, the classroom teachers of all the surveyed schools manage to maintain a correct relation towards the children with disabilities and their parents.

The parents of children with disabilities perceive the relation of their non-disabled peers towards their child as positive.

Table 3d Assessment by parents of children with disabilities of relation of peers towards their child

Assessment of acceptance

Subotica
Niš
Belgrade
Total

Quite good
f

%
14

73.7
12

80.0
11

44.0
37

62.7

Correct, but with distance

3

15.8
2

13.3
8

32.0
13

22.0

Has not been accepted well

2

10.5
-

-
4

16.0
6

10.2



I do not know

-

-
1

6.7
2

8.0
3

5.1

Total

19
15
22
59

The parents of children without disabilities were asked if their children kept company with the child with disabilities. Most of them answered that they were friends only at school (42%), 23% that they did not keep company at all, 21% that they did not know and 13% of them that they were friends both at home and at school (Only one parent from Belgrade). Similar answers were provided to the question if their child had gained anything by keeping company with a child with disabilities. The majority of them (43%) consider that they have gained, 34% of them they cannot assess and 20% that they do not believe so. With reference to the selection of the third option as an answer (which I do not consider to be the winning one) there were significant regional variations found: Niš 28%, Belgrade 22% and  Subotica only 11% of parents who did not believe that their children had gained something keeping company with their peers with disabilities. 

One of the questions raising numerous dilemmas among both parents and educational professionals was if the children without disabilities would be neglected in case there were children with disabilities in their form who require much more attention and assistance than other children. The results obtained did not confirm this expectation. Only 6 of 100 parents stated that their child had been neglected. Five parents of those 6 were from one Niš school. One of the questions put to the parents of non-disabled children was if they had talked with their child about their peer with disabilities. The largest number of the parents answered that their child had not even mentioned having any peers with disability (36%), 34% answered that their child talked with a liking about their friends with a disability, while 28% of them stated that their children made critical objections against pupils with disabilities. Their individual records show that the children in question were of uncontrolled behaviour, reacting aggressively and impulsively or jeopardising children in different ways.

The pupils without disabilities (especially girls) express a wish to help children with disabilities. They show their empathic feelings in the following way: ‘’Sometimes we wonder how we would feel if we ourselves had some disability. It does not matter what sort of a pupil the one is.’’ One of the key characteristics of children with disabilities stated by the literature, and also confirmed by this survey, is that children with disabilities rarely succeed in developing empathic feelings and restraining themselves from behaviour with harmful effects on their peers. So, for example, one child describing his relation and that of other pupils towards one girl with disabilities says: ‘’We defend her but she is really impudent’’. Aggressive and impulsive behaviour, hyperactivity and other difficulties in the organisation and socialisation of behaviour are most frequently the reason why peers avoid children with disabilities. One child, being asked why she avoids her schoolmate with disability, first hesitates and then says the following: ‘’We avoid him because he is using foul language, mucking about, fighting, spitting and besides he is a very bad pupil. All his marks are failing’’.

It can be concluded from these several statements by children without disabilities that non-disabled children do not react to the disability, but to the behaviour jeopardising them.

In discussions on inclusion there have occurred dilemmas as to the marking of children with disabilities. The apprehensions have been expressed that milder criteria will cause dissatisfaction of other children. The following statement made by a pupil of lower-4-forms of primary school also casts light on this dilemma: ‘’Teachers work much more with children with problems, they give them easier tasks and we are not angry because of that. We help them learn better. Very often we applaud them if they do well something set by our teacher’’. The interviewed children considered that help should be offered to those children who found it hard to learn something; they are willing to be friends with them and play with them, not to reject them or think they are weird. Not only are the non-developed children ready to accept and help their peers with disabilities, but there are also such children who show on their own initiative readiness to support and accept a peer with disability. We will illustrate this attitude by a statement by a girl attending the first form: ‘’When I learnt first time that my two friends have some handicaps I felt truly sorry and wanted to help them. I was surprised when I realised that these children often refuse help and friendship. When they don’t do their homework or have some other problem, I offer them my help. I always invite them to my birthday parties and tell other pupils that they should be friends with them. They are not guilty because they have some defects’’.

The children with disabilities interviewed (a total of 61) mainly state that they are fond of their school and schoolmates and that they would not change anything in it. They also love their classroom teacher. To the question what they would like to be when they grow up, the girls from this group mainly state that they would like to be teachers. Their experiences with peers are two-fold. A part of their peers help them, are friends with them (mainly girls), while boys make fun of them and provoke their aggressive behaviour thus impeding to a large extent their socialisation and social integration. A visually impaired girl who stammers describes her experience with peers in the following way: ‘’There is only one girl who is my friend in the class. The others tease me because I stammer and call me ‘’four eyes’’. When I want to borrow something from my classmates they do not give it to me. Then, I get angry, take their notebooks by force, tear them apart and hide their things to take my revenge. I am sitting alone because nobody wants to sit with me. When I invite them to my birthday party, they come, but nobody invites me’’. The examples chosen show that there are  both positive and negative experiences in the relations between children with disabilities and their non-disabled peers. Further detailed research studies of this relation are necessary so as to avoid negative experiences that can have far-reaching adverse effects on the development and social integration of children with disabilities in school.

3.3 School Needs for Work with Children with Disabilities

The reform of education will, beyond any doubt, impose new demands on schools. One of very complex demands is the acceptance of the largest possible number of children with disabilities and the joint education of children with disabilities with their non-disabled peers. Alterations to the current curricula, drawing up of individual curricula designed for children with disabilities, provision of facilities, aids and specialised textbooks, removal of architectural barriers, additional training of classroom and subject teachers in the course of their basic studies and professional practice present the key needs of schools required to be met so that it may perform its function and become child-centred school, i.e. may fulfil the educational needs of all children, those gifted ones, those of average as well as of reduced abilities.

School psychologists and pedagogues stated in the questionnaire their expectations concerning the inclusive programme and assessed the school needs. We single out one of the answers typical for almost all schools:

Expectations with regard to the inclusive programme:

· to provide child-centred education to children with disabilities, i.e. education adequate to the child’s healthy potentials;

· to prepare every child for active independent living to the extent possible at an adult age;

·  to free pupils and teachers from prejudices and discrimination of any kind, including the discrimination on the basis of disabilities.

Assessment of school needs

School needs were categorised by the persons surveyed (school specialists of pedagogically-psychological service and heads of schools) into three groups:

Additional education of teachers and school specialists of pedagogically-psychological service for work with children with disabilities 

· Introduction of the special course ‘’Pedagogy and Psychology of Persons with Special Needs’’ into the basic studies of teacher-training colleges;

· Theoretical and practical preparation of teachers of respective subjects during apprenticeship in the fields of psychology of persons with special needs and methodics  of the respective subject taught by the teacher; preparation of teachers and school specialists for work with parents of children with disabilities;

· Seminars in the course of professional career in this field (roughly, every 5 years);

Professional assistance needed by schools to draw up individual compensatory programmes

· Development of an adequate model of work with children with disabilities for all subjects, dependent on the type of disability

· Determination of the minimum educational standards for children with disabilities for respective subjects;

· Adaptation of curricula according to individual abilities and interests of children with disabilities;

· Drawing up of framework programmes for children with disabilities designed to promote their development (according to a segment of development);

Specialised textbooks, teaching material and aids

· Larger choice of teaching and learning material for adequate implementation of teaching methods (beside standardised teaching&learning material and aids,  those like amplifiers for deaf children, relief maps and working models for blind children, specialised computers, and the like);

· Special desks for physically disabled children;

· Removal of architectural barriers (stairs, toilets, laboratories, and the like).

These principled proposals will be further worked out in accordance with the type and degree of the disability. As one of important tasks to be carried out in the next stage is the determination of economically reasonable price of school needs, pace and priorities of their fulfilment.

3.4. Local Community and Education of Children with Disabilities

Conceptually, the local community is the most important place for meeting of numerous special needs of children with disabilities and their families. In our conditions, it is a municipality. The results of this research study show that in big urban areas at the level of municipality there is a variety of institutions and organisations responsible for children with disabilities. Associations of parents providing help for children with disabilities and associations of adult invalids are ever more powerful and active. Health-service institutions, beside already existing child and youth clinics, are opening development-counselling units, there are day-care centres in preparation, developmental groups at kindergartens are being formed, a certain number of children with disabilities are enrolling in mainstream schools. There are more and more non-governmental organisations having contents designed for children with disabilities in their programmes, including respective programmes for children with disabilities. Based on the research material gathered in Subotica, Belgrade and Niš the following problems were perceived: 

1. None of the local communities included by the research study has a co-ordinating body to unite and functionally integrate organisations and institutions active in the territory of their municipality;

2. There is no conceptual co-ordination of approaches among individual institutions in the territory of one municipality. This is well-illustrated by the example of a Belgrade municipality where inclusive education (i.e. joint education of children with disabilities and non-disabled children) is advocated by an association of parents, teachers and school specialists of mainstream school, organisations of invalids and competent people of the municipality while it is strongly opposed by a leading person for Children and Youth Health-Care who calls inclusive education a failure;

3. None of the environments either have any programmes or has launched any actions designed for adolescents. They are left to the care of their families (most frequently mothers). This problem correlates with extremely unsatisfactory choice of schools providing vocational training to youth with disabilities.

The stated problems indicate that personnel, organisational and financial preparation of the local community (municipality) is needed to ensure more efficient promotional activities in this field.

4. CONCLUSIONS AND PROPOSALS

4.1 Conclusions

1. The findings of this pilot study unequivocally show that a certain number of teachers and school specialists are ready to accept children with disabilities and work with them;

2. Their statement that specific categories of children with disabilities demand a selective approach ensues from their lack of professional training for work with children with disabilities (blind and visually impaired, deaf and hearing impaired children, those with behavioural problems, etc.);

3. There is a small number of teachers with negative attitudes towards the joint education of children with disabilities and non-disabled children, but their attitudes and reactions are charged with emotions, and very often with heavy disqualifications as well, against both children with disabilities and those advocating the social integration of these children, which may influence other members of school staff; therefore additional efforts are needed to change them;

4. Schools have at their disposal not the minimum of conditions required to meet needs of children with disabilities. Teaches are not professionally trained for performing additional tasks in work with these children, schools do not have teaching material and aids required for work with children with disabilities and none of the schools have the problem of architectural barriers solved;

5. There are no reliable records kept on the number of children with disabilities to be accepted by a certain school or on the type and severity of the disability. This seriously impedes a timely preparation of schools for educational work with children;

6. Pedagogical problems are more numerous than learning ones. Instructional problems, pursuant to our research findings, are relatively successfully solved by teachers in co-operation with the pedagogically-psychological service by their application of teaching and methodological principles. However, solving of pedagogical issues is much more complex and demands supplemental supports by institutions outside of school;

7. Drawing up of individual curricula for all subjects and every child dependent on the type and severity of his/her disability is an activity where classroom and subject teachers need supplemental assistance. Information provided  (or not provided) to schools by health institutions, like development-counselling units or children clinics, is inadequate. It neither provides any basis for evaluation of pedagogical implications or contains clear suggestions how a child should be treated. An adequate methodology for assessment of the healthy potentials of a child with disabilities has not been developed either by health service or schools;

8. In municipalities there are no co-ordinating bodies in charge of this field;

9. Institutions existing in the territory are completely independent, their activities being uncoordinated. Completely opposing attitudes by certain institutions and associations (e.g. health institutions and associations of parents) towards the joint education of children with and those without disabilities present a special problem;

10.  There are few children with disabilities who are enrolled in kindergartens or in some other organised way prepared for attending school.

There is a variety of other problems in this field. This section states only those recorded in the course of work on this pilot study. 

4.2 Proposals

1. It is imperative to provide prompt and functional training of teachers and school specialists for work with children with disabilities. There have been numerous programmes developed abroad introduced as subjects within basic studies (e.g. at teacher training college) or in the course of apprenticeship, as optional subjects or seminars and the like. A teaching module should be selected for each category of educational professionals as the most functional and cost-effective one to suit these needs;

2. There is a need that a central register of children with disabilities be made covering the territory of  Republics and regional centres. Experiences so far indicate that the Ministry for Social Issues of the Republic of Serbia might be a suitable place;

3. Concurrently with the introduction of the central register and teacher training  it would be necessary that the models of inclusive education be developed and tested in a certain number of experimental schools; 

4. In schools where pilot inclusive education programmes are to be implemented it would be necessary that a material aspect of the programme, i.e. the cost of certain programme elements dependent on the number of children included and type of the disability be also tested;

5. Children should not be transferred from special schools until effects of the inclusive programme on all pupils have not been determined (educational, emotional and social ones);

6. There is need that functional co-operation with associations of parents of children with disabilities be established, particularly those whose children attend school;

7. Functional co-ordination with children parts of health-care system responsible for children with disabilities (especially development-counselling units and placement commissions to be transformed soon) is needed to be established;

8. Co-operation with non-governmental organisations implementing programmes designed for children with disabilities should be established;

9. It is necessary to develop a service function of special schools aimed at providing more successful education to children with disabilities at mainstream school;

10. Co-ordinating bodies for work with children with disabilities in municipalities are to be established and their work supported. Beside the representatives of municipality services, the representatives of parents, health-service&pre-school institutions and schools should sit on these bodies;

11. Well-organised, systematic campaigns should be launched in this field to gradually create more positive attitudes towards inclusion in professionals, parents and the general public by adequate advocacy and  promotion of the rights of children of this category. These campaigns are of particular importance for cities/towns entering into pilot projects of this field and should be planned and synchronisedly conducted prior to, during and upon completion of the project.

