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Background & aims

Up till now, Belgium has been one of the most “separating” countries as regards education of children with special needs (EADSNE). In response to international pressure to have a more inclusive school system in accordance with international developments, the Minister of Education of Flanders (6.000.000 inhabitants) presented a plan for a graded system of school learning support. In accordance with the ICF disability model, the new proposal suggests to first determine the level of curricular adaptation and assistance needed, taking into account the specific needs of the child. A classification matrix has been proposed whereby the special needs are characterized by a pupil’s level of required educational assistance and clusters of “disturbances” he is belonging to. Pupils would receive the same level of financial support, regardless of whether they are in a special or mainstream environment. 

Methods 

To determine validity and reliability of this new system, a sample of 8648 pupils (out of 1109909, aged 2,5-18) from regular and special education, has been assigned to one of the matrix places. Collaborators of all 73 School Psychological Services (SPS) were asked to assign special needs, according to the new criteria. A manual, wizard and electronic web-based form have been designed, trainings organized, a helpdesk installed, and a database opened where SPS collaborators could put in their remarks. Data were analyzed in a quantitative and qualitative way and compared with current allocations.
Results

We found that about 20% of children of primary school age have some kind of special needs.  Of this group, 12,5 % have mild intellectual impairment and/ or learning disability; and 3,3% of all primary school age children have a diagnosed behavioural or autistic spectrum  disorder. 16% of 12-18 year olds require higher levels of adaptation (II-V). Of this group, 8,9% have mild intellectual impairment and/ or learning disability; and 3,4 % of all secondary school age children have a diagnosed behavioural or autistic spectrum  disorder
Conclusions 

The new matrix has proven to be a valid and reliable system. However, besides a need to train teachers,  SPS staff will have to be trained in this new way of thinking:  adopting a more needs-based, dynamic, contextual assessment system, based on ICF principles, rather than the currently widely used psychometric way, taking into account contextual factors such as family and school environment.  The system also meets political discussion and, with the recent government change, is not yet in operation.
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