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Abstract. The article examines trends in the development of special education in European 

primary school at the turn of the 20
th

 -21
st
 centuries. It points to the different views on the def-

inition of the concept ‘integration’ or ‘inclusive education’ and characterizes its physical, psy-

chological, administrative, social, and training levels. The integration models for pupils with 

special educational needs and factors affecting the results of the learning process are ana-

lyzed. At ISCED 1 the European Union successfully implements a model integrating children 

with special needs in mainstream education, a model of segregation in special schools, and a 

model of flexible cooperation between the two educational systems – general and special ele-

mentary education. The positive experience of EU countries in organizing educational support 

for junior students with special needs is represented by the general trend of converting special 

schools into resource centers. 
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At the turn of the centuries the pro-

cesses of reforming and modernization 

of school education in the European 

Union are covering educational con-

tent, management and financing, the 

system of quality control and assess-

ment. Changes occur at all school lev-

els, including primary education, 

which is paid special attention to by 

state and community. More than ever 

parents want schools to equip children 

with knowledge and skills necessary to 

be effective in the community and 

judge on the quality of schooling by 

children’s performance. At the same 

time today’s junior student expects 

primary school to take into account his 

educational interests and respect his 

identity. 

Illustrative in this respect are the 

challenges of educating children with 

special needs. As long as educational 

authorities and schools formulate their 

goals and plan activities with the use 

of standards and norms there will al-

ways be a category of children who do 

not meet these standards. They need 

additional medical, psychological and 
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educational support, and sometimes 

special conditions. 

All European countries recognize 

the integration as the most promising 

form of teaching children with special 

educational needs, but each country 

chooses its own way of solving this 

problem. There exist different views 

on the definition of the term ‘integra-

tion’ or ‘inclusive education’. On the 

one hand, integration is seen as an ex-

tension of special education. Another 

position understands inclusion as a 

combination of general and special ed-

ucation, which can be problematic in 

the sense that there are still medical 

contours of the issue. In any case, the 

fundamental principle of inclusive edu-

cation is societal recognition of the val-

ues of human diversity and invaluable 

contribution that each person can make 

to the development of this society. 

Foreign practice of teaching chil-

dren with disabilities shows that the 

national system of special education at 

the turn of the 20
th
–21

st
 centuries 

needs fundamental modernization. If 

Western Europe entered this process at 

the end of the 1970s, the countries of 

Eastern Europe started upgrading their 

systems of special education in the 

second half of the 1990s.  

International trends in policy, re-

search and teaching practice estab-

lished the right of students with disa-

bilities to be educated in mainstream 

schools. The Salamanca Declaration 

(UNESCO, 1994), which was signed 

by “World Conference on Education 

for Persons with Special Needs: Ac-

cess and Quality”, guaranteed the right 

of all children, including those with 

disabilities, to schooling. The next step 

was the work of the World Education 

Forum in Dakar (UNESCO, 2000) 

which adjusted the international com-

mitments to education for all children 

in an inclusive educational environ-

ment. The adoption of the Convention 

on the Rights of Persons with Disabili-

ties (UN, 2006) made it mandatory for 

state parties and signatories to provide 

information on the implementation of 

the policy of integrated education. The 

result of rethinking the problem can be 

seen today in the society’s new atti-

tude to the disabled, to children with 

disabilities, and to children with spe-

cial educational needs. 

Statistic data show that about 10–

15 % of primary school pupils in Eu-

ropean countries fall into this category 

[1, p. 97]. The accuracy of these esti-

mates greatly depends on how the reg-

ulations define the status of a child 

with special educational needs. For in-

stance, Poland specifies more than 10 

categories of pupils with special edu-

cational needs, while Denmark – only 

two; in Liechtenstein legislation points 

out only the category of students who 

need support. On average the EU 

countries allocate 6–10 categories of 

pupils with special educational needs 

[5, p. 8]. 

Today the European Union imple-

ments three models of integrated edu-

cation for children at primary school 

[1, p. 98]: 

– a model integrating children 

with special needs in mainstream edu-

cation; 

– a model of segregation: chil-

dren with special needs are educated in 

special schools; 
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– a model of flexible coopera-

tion between the two educational sys-

tems: general and special elementary 

education. 

The selection of an option is influ-

enced by philosophical, sociological 

and pedagogical factors. For example, 

while teachers require special facilities 

and equipment for teaching children 

with severe mental illnesses, which 

can not be provided inside the usual 

elementary school, sociologists might 

argue that all children – at least, as 

many as possible – should be trained 

together in the same school. 

So, what is meant by ‘integration’? 

First, we could highlight the organiza-

tional aspect, where additional support 

for children is provided. In teaching 

practices of primary school the follow-

ing options for students with special 

educational needs are possible: 

a) primary school with additional 

support in the classroom; 

b) primary school with additional 

support in resource classes; 

c) primary school with special clas-

ses or clinic where students are edu-

cated temporary or full-time; 

d) a combination of learning: stu-

dents with special needs spend part of 

training time (a few hours, a few days) 

in a special school, the rest of the time 

they attend a regular school; 

e) a special school: temporarily (for 

example, for a year), or for the entire 

period of primary education. 

But once the decision is made, 

where the additional support for chil-

dren with special needs will be provid-

ed, there is a question about the con-

tent of education. Can the full integra-

tion mean that all children receive the 

same education in the same place? 

Does segregation mean that children 

learn in different ways and in different 

places? 

To answer these questions, it is 

necessary to clearly distinguish be-

tween the levels of integration, as it is 

offered by the Swiss educator Kobi. 

Indeed, the physical integration takes 

place when all the children are taught 

in the same school building. Termi-

nology and administrative level of in-

tegration determine the category of 

children with special needs and their 

belonging to particular pupils group. 

Therefore, terminological and admin-

istrative integration becomes a reality, 

where all students, regardless of need, 

are one school team. Social integration 

offers opportunities for social contact 

between all the children. Training in-

tegration involves the overall training 

program for children with special 

needs or without them. At the stage of 

psychological integration school and 

teachers do not make a distinction be-

tween students: all children are regard-

ed as ‘special’ [1, p. 101].  

The idea of integrated education, as 

the experience of European countries 

shows, is the most developed one 

where it occurs in the context of the 

educational policy of the state: the re-

sults of England and Spain can be ex-

emplary. The creation of an integrated 

system of education in these countries 

has become part of reforms aimed at 

improving national educational system 

as a whole. Integration is a necessary 

condition under which it is possible to 

realize the goals of education for all. 

And this idea affects the interests not 

only of a certain group of individuals, 

but also of the whole society. In this 

case, the state provision of the finan-
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cial component of reforms and trans-

formations determines the success of 

integration. 

The experience of countries im-

plementing the Education for All pro-

grams confirms the fact that the inte-

gration process requires considerable 

expenses. If funding is not made in 

sufficient quantities, the idea of inte-

gration is unlikely to be realized in 

practice. Therefore the differences be-

tween the basic provisions of the inte-

gration policy and its practical imple-

mentation are partially explained by 

the imperfection of the funding mech-

anisms. 

In most European countries a key 

role in working with integrated pupils 

with special educational needs is 

played by a school teacher. Additional 

educational support has to be ensured 

by professionals, mainly by special ed-

ucators, whose work is regulated, as a 

rule, by the local education authorities. 

In Sweden exclusively special edu-

cators can work with students from 

special classes (schools). In Italy these 

students can be taught and assisted by 

special educators as well as regular 

ones, and both groups are equally re-

sponsible for the education of children 

with special educational needs. There 

may be other options. For example, in 

France school teachers are provided 

assistance service under the Ministry of 

Justice. In the schools of Luxembourg 

in a classroom with integrated students 

there are ‘assistants’ who may not 

know the school curriculum, but have 

the knowledge of correctional peda-

gogy and special psychology. In Ire-

land the social agencies are not directly 

involved in the provision of services to 

students with special educational needs, 

but regional Health Councils finance 

health and social services [3].  

At Danish comprehensive school 

responsibility for meeting the students’ 

special educational needs is assigned 

to the teacher. These needs are defined 

by the psychological and pedagogical 

service, which will continue monitor-

ing the student’s development and 

make adjustments to his training pro-

gram. The question whether to direct a 

student for special education is the re-

sponsibility of the head teacher. In the 

case of integration the child may take 

advantage of different types of sup-

port: special education in the class-

room with a special teacher, or ‘team 

teaching’ outside the class (if the stu-

dent is in need of regular support for 

one or more subjects). A student may 

also receive assistance from a special 

educator co-working with the class-

room teacher for several hours a day. 

The teacher can have an assistant who 

will accompany the student during re-

cess and after-class activities. The 

teacher, special education teacher, and 

assistant work in close collaboration. 

In Norwegian school the integra-

tion of all students regardless of their 

functional characteristics is a general 

principle, and as a result of its imple-

mentation they largely succeeded in 

including students with special needs 

in mainstream classes. But research 

still shows numerous difficulties, when 

the question of inclusion rises. Inclu-

sion involves the construction of a 

bridge between traditional and special 

pedagogy in the form of adapted train-

ing, which involves changes of school 

practice itself: school should focus on 
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the diversity and uniqueness of each 

student rather than on a certain aver-

age student. At the same time it should 

be taken into account that some stu-

dents have serious and incurable health 

problems and measures to meet their 

special educational needs require 

much effort. Therefore, schools and 

teachers face a variety of ethical, pro-

fessional and organizational dilemmas 

related to inclusion [2]. 

One of the general trends in the de-

velopment of special education in Eu-

rope at the present stage is the trans-

formation of special schools and insti-

tutions into resource centers. Most 

governments reported that they plan to 

develop, are developing or have al-

ready established a network of re-

source centers in their countries. Such 

centers may have different names and 

different tasks: in some countries they 

are called centers of knowledge, in 

others – expert or resource centers. As 

a rule, they fulfill the following tasks: 

• organization of training courses 

and refresher courses (training) for 

teachers and other professionals; 

• development and dissemination of 

information and educational materials; 

• consultation of parents and school 

staff; 

• periodic assistance to individual 

students; 

• support for students in entering 

the labor market. 

Resource centers depending on 

their responsibilities can operate both 

at the national and regional levels. 

Some European countries already have 

positive experience with resource cen-

ters. For example, Austria, Norway, 

Denmark, Sweden, and Finland. Cy-

prus, the Netherlands, Germany, 

Greece, Portugal, and the Czech Re-

public are actively developing this sys-

tem. In Spain, the special schools are 

required to cooperate with the regular 

schools on a territorial basis, and in 

Belgium, the Netherlands, Greece and 

the UK special schools provide coun-

seling and other services to schools [5, 

p. 11].  

Despite the changes in the legal 

framework, active position of commu-

nity organizations, and a change of at-

titude to this issue at the state level, 

effectiveness and quality of integration 

is still highly dependent on a number 

of factors, and often on their combina-

tion. As for the sociological factors 

that must be considered, students with 

special educational needs often belong 

to a particular social or ethnic group. 

As a consequence of such belonging, 

elementary school teachers note be-

havioral problems of students, delay in 

development, poor performance, etc. 

In the planning and organization of the 

educational process, it is also im-

portant for teachers to know and un-

derstand gender characteristics: there 

are usually more boys than girls 

among pupils with special educational 

needs. 

Technological factors that make in-

tegration a reality are in the field of 

modern technological developments, 

ranging, for example, from new hear-

ing aids for children with hearing 

problems to the unlimited potential of 

information and communication tech-

nologies. Although the impact of ICT 

on the quality of education is still a 

topic of discussion among psycholo-

gists and educators, the need for their 

use in the educational process is with-

out question. But almost all European 
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countries are faced with the problem 

of staffing. Schools need specialists 

with dual qualifications: an ICT teach-

er and a special education teacher. In 

this regard, changes have to be made 

in university teacher training pro-

grams. And this is already a group of 

pedagogical factors that, according to 

researchers, equally with economic 

(funding), determine the success of in-

tegration. Only professionals taking a 

new value system (pedagogical tact, 

tolerance, open-mindedness in educa-

tion) are able to solve problems of per-

sonal, emotional, creative and social 

development of a child. 

Maintaining a system of special ed-

ucation, even in countries with a de-

veloped economy and a high standard 

of living, is a significant article of do-

mestic spending, therefore the eco-

nomic factors influence the choice of 

the state: to keep a separate system of 

special education or imply that com-

prehensive school can cope with the 

special needs of students. For example, 

in the Netherlands the cost of a child 

in a special school for children with 

mild learning disabilities and behavior 

is about four times more than that of a 

‘normal’ primary school student. If we 

compare the cost of teaching a child 

with severe physical and mental disa-

bilities, who attends a school for chil-

dren with disabilities, with the cost of 

educating a child at a regular school 

the ratio is 20 to 1 [5, p. 102].  

One way to solve this problem is to 

restructure the traditional system of 

financing education for children with 

severe and multiple disabilities. The 

process of de-institutionalization, of 

which the main features are rational 

expenditure of public funds and the 

possibility not to separate the child 

from the family, started over 20 years 

ago in the United States and in a num-

ber of developed European countries. 

The positive experience of de-

institutionalization of special educa-

tion makes it possible, first, to pre-

serve and develop this system, and 

second, to meet the special educational 

needs of students with disabilities to 

the extent that is provided by modern 

humanistic international standards. In 

addition to the economic impact of de-

institutionalization, foreign experts of-

fer transfer of funding priorities into 

the system of early care and preschool 

education for children with develop-

mental problems: early diagnosis and 

timely assistance will allow many 

children to integrate into mainstream 

education, so fewer children would 

need special schools. 

Analyzing the development of spe-

cial education in the countries of 

Western Europe, we can talk about 

lack of common approaches and rules 

for organizing the maintenance and 

support for children with special edu-

cational needs which are integrated in-

to mainstream institutions. Economi-

cally developed countries with a de-

veloped civil society and the high 

quality of life understand and solve the 

problems of integration in different 

ways. Thus, support for children with 

special educational needs in some 

countries is carried out by in-house 

staff of the institution, teaching an in-

tegrated student, in other countries – 

by experts from outside. The scale and 

depth of support depends on the needs 

of each individual child. A number of 
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countries guarantee assistance to inte-

grated students both in class and out-

side the classroom. In the case of re-

habilitation treatment and other help 

can also be provided outside of school. 

Everywhere there is a tendency of 

providing information and methodo-

logical support both for school teach-

ers and parents.  

Now states and schools practice 

such activities as a preventive or early 

intervention, information support, de-

institutionalization of special educa-

tion, differentiation or adaptation of 

the curriculum and learning opportuni-

ties to the individual student, the im-

provement of comprehensive school to 

the needs of its integrated students, in-

cluding special training of subject 

teachers and the sharing of teachers’ 

responsibility.  

Most European countries have out-

lined the main directions of develop-

ment of special education, among 

which are the provision of information 

(general and specific), involvement in 

action (non-governmental organiza-

tions, school groups, parents), the 

transformation of school systems 

(transition to unified educational sys-

tem with the functions of integrated 

child support, counseling their parents 

and mass school teachers), and the ex-

tension of time limits of special educa-

tion from the early months and 

throughout life. 
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