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COMMENTS ON THE REPORT OF THE COMMISSION ON THE SEN PROGRAMME (2007)
Basically, the Commission states in its Report to the Ombudsman that
as for its own role
- it has a very limited role, not being represented in the advisory group and having only one vote in the Board of Governors
- it insisted in the past on the poor quality of the annual reports of the SEN Inspector, the need to analyse thoroughly the SEN-data (especially cases where parents withdraw their children, or the school declares itself incompetent) and the need to have recommendations and guidelines for all schools, not only those in Brussels

- it puts no ceiling on the SEN budget, so there is no budgetary limit for the admission of SEN pupils
as for the limits of the SEN programme
- the ES provides only academic education,
- the ES is entitled to declare itself incompetent

as for the practicalities

- the SEN agreement is laid down in a yearly renewable agreement 

- harmonised opinions are guaranteed by the SEN inspector, who is always present in all advisory groups 
- coordination is guaranteed by the SEN coordinators

- minimum standards are planned 'to make the system more objective' 
as for the progress made by the ES
- numbers of SEN pupils are increasing every year

- existing differences between sections can only be accidental

- in spite of repeated demands there is still no in-depth information available on the 43.28% of parents who have withdrawn their children

- integration presupposes inclusive teaching methods, and it needs to be assessed whether the concept of inclusive teaching methods must be further promoted.

as for possible improvements
- it awaits with great interest the developments regarding

* the set of minimum standards

* the reaction of the Board of Governors (BG) regarding inclusive teaching methods

* the project for a resource centre
DSG comments on the SEN programme
The EP Disability Support Group (DSG) visited in 2004/2005 the European Schools (ES) in Brussels and Luxembourg. In its conclusions
 DSG addressed among others the rather limited scope of the SEN programme, the lack of adequate support for the teachers, the inadequate communication with parents and the isolated position of the ES. The SEN programme is only meant for pupils who are able to cope with mainstream education; and if s/he is not able - for social, cognitive or behavioural reasons - the child is not admitted or has to leave the school. As the ES incessantly states itself: it provides only for academic education, and it can declare itself incompetent in individual cases. As a result, many SEN pupils drop out (or are withdrawn). Most of these cases concern children with moderate to severe learning disabilities, ADHD, autistic spectrum disorders etc. There is no overall concept on how to deal with these cases in general, nor common facilities, and success or failure in individual cases depend largely on the competence and the willingness of the specific teacher, and the general attitude of the specific school toward integration.

DSG believes that the differences in the percentage of SEN pupils between the language sections, and between the European Schools, are not accidental; they rather might reflect a difference in competence and a difference in general attitude of the school. In Germany, for example, the percentage of SEN pupils is consistently high; no wonder in a country with a more positive attitude to inclusion. The European School in Luxembourg tends to have a low score over the years, which might reflect the rather negative attitude in this school towards the integration of SEN children.

In his annual evaluation reports, the SEN Inspector argued however that these differences were due to different criteria that were used by the schools for admitting and maintaining SEN pupils. Therefore he considered it necessary to develop and implement a fixed set of criteria. The DSG argued that rather than imposing artificially an identical admission and integration policy on schools that work differently, it would be more useful to analyse the different attitudes and practices, and to encourage schools to exchange and to learn from best practice.

The competence or incompetence of the school is not an invariable fact. Instead of declaring itself repeatedly incompetent, the school can give itself the means to improve its competence. This can and should be encouraged by the Board of Governors. The DSG, in its conclusions, outlined already scope for improvement: encourage an inclusion policy on a general level for all European schools; reinforce the SEN capacities on school level by training the teachers, offering expert multidisciplinary support, reinforce SEN coordination (which is currently in most cases a purely administrative job); involve external experts and national support teams where needed, exchange best practice.
Furthermore, although it is true that the European School provides only for academic education, this is too often used as an argument to refuse or exclude children in the nursery or primary sections. At least in the primary section there is no need to focus too much on this academic aspect. Inclusive education would mean a flexibility and tolerance for differences in cognitive level and individual progress. Otherwise the 'adapted curriculum' would make no sense. Inclusive teaching methods would mean here that teachers are able to deal with these differences in cognitive level and in ways of learning. The DSG also stresses the advantages of inclusive education for mainstream pupils: by getting to know SEN pupils they will more readily accept diversity as an essential and enriching aspect of society.
The DSG continues to receive complaints from parents, in particular on the inadequate communication with the school. The description of the yearly renewable agreement, and the proceedings in the advisory groups, with a SEN Inspector always being present, gives a rather rosy picture that does not correspond with reality. Parents have no point of reference other than the heads of the schools. Their position in the advisory group meeting is still very weak: they do not have the right to bring in a 'named person', they are not well informed or given the necessary reports before the advisory group meetings. Admission is often granted for a shorter period than 1 year and parents are uncertain until the last moment if their child will be able to continue or not in the ES. In certain cases children with a limited number of SEN-hours are not admitted in the school outside these hours, so parents have to seek and find all kinds of alternative solutions themselves. In other, milder cases, where it is obvious that the child is able to follow the curriculum, the admission approval has to be renewed every year, leaving parents and pupil in doubt about his/her future. The list of complaints is long, and it is time that all schools established a protocol for the contacts with parents, based on mutual respect, transparency and partnership. 

So the DSG has to conclude that, over the past few years, there has been no fundamental change, even if numbers of SEN pupils may have increased. 

DSG comments on possible improvements
The provision in the European Communities' budget 2008 of an amount in the reserve for a pilot project concerning a SEN resource centre could be a starting point for widening the existing SEN programme and improving the Schools’ competence. The budget provision enables the ES to follow up the recommendations on SEN education in the European Parliament’s resolution of 8 September 2005 on the European Schools (Honeyball report), with a view to improving the SEN programme, making schools better able to provide a quality education for the kind of pupils that are not admitted now or have to quit very soon, i.e. those with more severe learning disabilities, autism, ADHD etc. 
The DSG considers this pilot project as an opportunity to set up a SEN resource centre. In its opinion, the first steps should be:

a. The commissioning and monitoring of an audit by SEN experts on the existing SEN policy across the European School system;
b. Establishing the needs and requirements of the resource centre in terms of staffing, funding and equipment, initially for Brussels and for Luxembourg.
Ad a. The existing SEN programme should be properly assessed. In line with the Commission’s recommendations, cases where the Schools declare themselves incompetent should be thoroughly investigated. In this way, there can be an open discussion as to the way that these children’s education could be provided for, either by improving the provision currently available in the schools or in collaboration with outside specialists or other back-up services that might be available. Analysing successful cases could contribute to establishing more general guidelines, as could an examination of best practice outside the ES and inside, such as the Swedish model.  
Ad b. The implications of inclusion and inclusive teaching need to be further explored. The role of all stakeholders, i.e. teachers, coordinators, parents and psychologists in connection with the resource centre needs clarifying. The options for providing a multidisciplinary approach, with input from psychologists with SEN experience and other specialists as well, need to be analysed. On the individual level, an Individual Education Plan (IEP), containing an analysis of each SEN pupil’s special learning needs and recommendations for adapted teaching methods, should be established. Particular attention should be given to the specialist support needs of the teachers: they have to translate these recommendations into practice. And, most important, the training needs of coordinators and teachers who have to deal with the wide range of SEN pupils need to be defined and followed up. 
With such an approach, a thorough assessment of the existing SEN programme, and a thorough analysis of the needs, especially at grass-root level, could prepare the setting up of a real resource centre which must in any case be located within the school.

DSG comments on the role of the Commission

The DSG notes and welcomes the Commission line that there is no limit to the amount of funding provided for individual SEN cases. However it believes that the Commission could adopt a more proactive line with regard to the SEN policy in general, by providing permanent funding for the common aspects of the SEN programme and helping build up a coherent and effective SEN support structure in the schools. 

Currently, the Commission (and other institutions) is paying large amounts to private schools that do accept children with special needs rejected by the ES. Contributing to the reinforcement and improvement of the SEN programme in the ES could also have a positive financial effect on other budget lines.

In its resolution referred to above, Parliament insisted that, given the EU contribution equivalent to some 57% of the annual cost of the European Schools system, the Commission as representative of the Communities, should have voting rights on the Board of Governors more in line with the Communities' contribution to the budget, and that the Commission must report to the European Parliament following each meeting of the Board of Governors. In the same way, the Commission should expand its role as regards the implementation of the SEN programme, and monitor closely the functioning of the resource centres once they are in place.

Finally, the DSG notes that the European Community as such, along with all Member States, have signed the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. Article 24 of the Convention sets out in considerable detail the obligations of parties to the Convention in terms of providing inclusive, non-discriminatory education for all. The Convention came into force in May 2008, and the European Schools, governed as they are by the Member States and the Commission, must evolve so that they meet these obligations.
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DSG Conclusions on the SEN programme in the European Schools

Over the last decades, in the member states education for children with learning disabilities has developed significantly. In certain member states, special education is merged into mainstream education, and in other states, powerful links between 'normal' education and special education have been established. This development is promoted by government policy and actions, and supported by research and by education advisory and monitoring bodies.

The European Schools, that should be a vanguard in this field, apply a rather limited programme for special educational needs (SEN), based on a narrow interpretation of integration. The school is only able to cater for a child with learning disabilities if s/he is able to cope with integration into the mainstream class. The conditions depend quite often from the teacher and/or the language section, which can differ considerably. Of course there are success stories, but it can also happen that a well functioning Down Syndrome child is excluded from the 'maternelle' in the course of the school year, because "it makes no sufficient progress". The individual schools do not have the autonomy to develop own initiatives in this field, or to establish longer-term strategies.

The Disability Support Group (EP-officials) advocates a more embracing inclusive education policy, catering for all children, at least at primary school level - not only for the sake of the equal opportunities of the children with special needs, but also of those of their (expatriate) families. Because of the lack of adapted educational provisions, the officials concerned are confronted with very complicated situations and have, in the worst case, to leave their job and return to their home country. The DSG has started now visiting each ES in Brussels and Luxembourg to discuss the SEN programme in practice. Here are some provisional conclusions:

1) There is a lack of an inclusion policy on a general level for all schools. The SEN programme as it is, involves an approach based on individual cases; SEN pupils can only be accepted if they are able to cope with integration in mainstream classes with up to 32 pupils. A change of mentality is needed to move from this kind of restricted integration to inclusion policy, i.e. providing education for all children. 

2) Similarly, at the individual school level, there is not, and can not be a real inclusion policy. The SEN programme is managed on an individual case base; the SEN co-ordinator's task is limited to co-ordinate these cases; they have not received a real training in special educational needs. The schools do not have the possibility (the autonomy) to change the learning environments to meet the needs of the pupils.               

3) The way it is carried out, the SEN programme has serious shortcomings: the success of an integration depends in a large extent on the attitude of an individual teacher; the position of the parents is weak, they do not have the right to bring in a 'named person' in the advisory group meeting; a child can be excluded in the course of a school year and parents are never sure about the next year; teachers are not compensated in one way or another for the extra work (meetings!).

4) There is a lack of support for teachers concerned, by specialist teams linked to the schools, and by diagnostical, educational and general support from national and local teams; expert help is linked to individual cases, because it is paid by the sickness insurance - this system prevents the schools of having their own team of experts, who could help developing a more embracing approach. 

5) The ES are too isolated and need links with national specialised bodies for inclusive education policy in general, and for diagnosis, evaluation and guidance in the language of the child, when this is lacking on the spot. The role and responsibility of the member states (country of origin, country where the school is situated) have to be clarified as well as the right of officials to benefit from these different systems.
6) There are big differences between different language sections, also in support received from the home country; more use could be made from best practices and innovative approaches (in certain sections; in certain member-states); role of the SEN-co-ordinator could and should be more stimulating in this respect; is too much limited to management; 

7) In BRU and LUX pilot projects for special units should be launched for those children that can not be (entirely) integrated in mainstream classes; these projects should also embrace resource centres and expert teams; 

8) A reform on policy and budgetary level in the Commission seems to be needed. The Commission is paying large amounts to private schools that do accept children with special needs; at the same time it is partly responsible for the ES-budget and for the management of the sickness insurance scheme, which finances individual support (therapist, psychologist etc).

- It should be studied how all these financial means could be channelled in a way that supports the SEN-policy in the ES and develop alternatives for integration in mainstream education where this is not possible. 

- Earmarking a part of the budget, not only for individual SEN-children, but especially for promoting a inclusive education policy could be an option.
Summary
-
inclusive education policy approach should be encouraged 'from above'.

- 
schools should have more autonomy for own initiatives; the role of the SEN-co-ordinators should be enhanced and they should receive more specific training. 

- 
a coefficient should be applied for each SEN-child, so that its presence counts for more than 1 pupil

-
position of the parents needs to be reinforced; 

- 
support by specialist teams linked to the school for teachers concerned

-  
break the isolation: better use of best practices; more support from bodies in country of residence and in member-states with respect to inclusive education policy 

- 
pilot projects for special cross-language units and a resource centre in the school, that can act as a pole of inclusive education policy and support at the school level.
- 
study on budgetary aspects, also on role of sickness insurance
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The concept of inclusion

There have recently been discussions in the SEN policy group on the criteria to be set to accept or refuse SEN conventions, in order to have the same policy in all the ES. The question was also raised of replacing the concept of integration by inclusion - and the idea of accepting children with learning difficulties who cannot and maybe never will 'perform' at the same level as their class mates. We believe that there are some misunderstandings about integration and inclusion, and about the special unit as mentioned in the recommendation in the EP resolution on the European Schools, which we would like to clarify here.

Integration versus Inclusion 

The concept of inclusion implies a positive look on 'education for all', rather than emphasising the problems and deficiencies of some pupils. It can be a positive experience for all children to be in contact with children with learning difficulties/disabilities, who are not able to 'perform' at the same level as their class mates. Experiences at national level in certain countries (Germany, UK, Netherlands, Scandinavian countries, Italy) show that in general there is no problem in integrating, for example, a child with Down syndrome in all classes of a mainstream primary school, even if s/he does not reach the level or the learning speed of her/his class mates.

Integration, as understood in the current SEN programme, is rather rigid and static: the pupil should be able to cope with mainstream education; and if s/he is not able - for social, cognitive or behavioural reasons - the child is not admitted or has to leave the school. It is a one-way process: the child has to adapt to the existing settings.

The concept of inclusion, on the other hand, is meant to stress the reciprocal aspect of the process: the child has to adapt and find ways of coping, but the environment has to be adapted too. This requires a much more flexible approach than is currently possible in the SEN programme. The SEN programme has some inclusive elements, such as an adapted curriculum, but in practice there is little room for manoeuvre to adapt the learning process. It is in this sense that the functioning of a special unit should be understood - in case the child is not able in the beginning or at a certain moment to be integrated full time in a mainstream class. The unit concept is simply an individualised approach for children with exceptional needs. There are already some models of practice in place such as the International School of Brussels. This special unit hosts all SEN resources: qualified SEN teachers, psychologists, other specialists, educational material, to concentrate the knowledge and expertise in this field - also with a view to providing support for teachers. This is the idea of a resource centre, which would of course benefit the whole school, not only SEN pupils. 

Unified criteria for admission/refusal

As for admission criteria, the DSG believes that it is an illusion to think that it is possible to formulate objective criteria that can be applied in an identical way in all the schools. We understand the concern about arbitrary decisions and lack of real efforts in some schools, but there are other ways of encouraging schools to make efforts. After our visits to the schools in Brussels and Luxembourg we had to conclude that there were important differences in the practice of admitting or keeping in SEN-children between the schools, and even between the language sections and the different teachers. The different figures for the number of SEN cases in, for example, the ES in Luxembourg or in Germany however do reflect differing competence in the field of SEN (and a different mindset regarding disability). Some schools are more competent than others and some teachers are more competent than others - and it is more productive to support those teachers/schools that are willing to develop their competence and let them try new approaches, and encourage other schools to learn from best practice, than impose artificially an identical admission and integration policy. 

However, what could be done to implement a SEN policy along the same lines is: 1) analyse and evaluate thoroughly what are the reasons why a specific SEN child could not be admitted or be kept in the school; 2) define a general protocol for admitting and keeping a SEN pupil, and for the communication with parents. There are a lot of complaints on these matters, which concern in fact the organisation and coordination of the enrolment of a SEN child, and the attitude towards parents. The schools have a serious responsibility here, also because it is not easy for parents to find alternative solutions, and their family and professional life are adversely affected. 3) build up the Schools’ competence in SEN. 

Building up competence

Most SEN pupils that have to leave a European School because the school declares itself incompetent are catered for in other mainstream schools. Also, compared to national schools, the European Schools are lagging behind with regard to inclusion. In this connection the planned resource centres are absolutely vital. They will provide the means to give teachers  the necessary support and guidance and will contribute to breaking isolation: exchange of good practice and information (in the schools; between the schools, with national schools) should be promoted; the support in diagnostics and guidance from local bodies; assessment of the SEN programme and recommendations for improvement by external experts or a working group with external SEN experts. These are some paths for improvement. Most important is the will and the openness to try out and find new ways. And to inject some fresh air in the existing SEN programme!
� See Annex 1





