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Sweden led the way for inclusive education in the 1980s, moving nearly all the blind and partially sighted children out of special schools and into mainstream. More than 20 years on, a Swedish research team is taking a fresh look at the system, in an attempt to identify the factors that must be in place for successful learning to happen. This report is from research team members Annica Winberg, Anders Rönnbäck and Kim de Verdier.

Until 1986 there was a single special school in Sweden where all children with sight problems were sent as residential students. This school was closed in 1986. Since then the majority of children with visual impairment have attended mainstream schools. 

Now, 20 years after closing the special school, what have we learned? How well have we succeeded with the goal of inclusion? This question inspired us to start an interdisciplinary research project to explore factors for successful inclusion, from a pedagogical, psychological and social perspective. The overall aim of the project has been to deepen our knowledge about how a student who uses braille can be included as fully as possible in the teaching situation and in the social life of the classroom. 

The project

The project consists of two studies. The first study is an explorative survey, based on a questionnaire that was sent to all classroom teachers who taught a braille reading student in a mainstream school in a certain year. The main aim of the survey was to get an overview of the learning experience for the braille reading students in Sweden. The second part of the project is a long term case study. The target group in the case study was all seven braille reading children who started school in a mainstream setting in a certain year and also their teachers, support teachers and parents. This article focuses on the case study findings.

The target group consisted of four girls and three boys; four were blind and three had residual vision. They were all at different mainstream schools. Some of the children were highly functioning both intellectually and socially, while other children had delayed intellectual and social development, some with behaviour problems. 

The children were studied during their first three years of school. Twice a year we interviewed the children, teachers and support teachers. Three years after the children began school, we also interviewed the parents. The interviews focused on the children’s school situation and their opportunities to participate and be included in classroom activities. 

Important factors for inclusion 

Organisational factors

Today, classroom teachers are expected to meet the needs of  braille reading students with the assistance of a support teacher. Teachers attend training courses at the national resource centre for children with visual impairment, and they can also receive support from local advisers for visually impaired children. 

The teachers who took part in the study felt that two full time teachers in the classroom are necessary. "Since I have a colleague who is also a trained teacher, I feel quite confident. I know that she is qualified to teach the way I do, and therefore we can change roles very easily." The teachers need to have an equal level of education, in order to create flexibility in the role of the teacher and the methods used. Extra time for planning and preparation is necessary to enable the braille reading student to be part of the same activities as their classmates.

In Sweden all braille-reading students are taught to use technical aids such as an adapted computer and/or CCTV as early as in first grade. Technical aids seem to be important tools for inclusion, especially when used for co-operation with sighted peers. Used in co-operative tasks, especially the computer, they provide great opportunities for the braille reader to work on equal terms with sighted peers.

Group factors

The children’s relationships to their classmates varied considerably, both concerning quality and frequency. Some of the children had completely equal relations to their classmates as their sighted peers. Others were quite lonely or had mainly unequal relations, in the sense that the sighted children acted as “little grown ups” who tried to help and take care of the visually impaired child. 

Being in a smaller group (between two and four) seemed to facilitate communication between the children with visual impairment and the sighted children. This was evident both in educational and play situations. The small group made it easier for the children both to understand what was going on and to participate in, and contribute to, the activity. For school tasks, paired activities were by far the most successful way to enable the child with visual impairment to take part in activities.

We also found that a successful way to increase the visually impaired child’s opportunities for inclusion was to frequently take part in group strengthening activities, such as drama or discussion groups. This was a good way to make the visually impaired child more aware of what is going on between other children, to straighten out misunderstandings and to encourage all the children to get to know each other better. 

Individual factors

Good cognitive and social skills seemed to be important to overcome difficulties that come with the lack of vision. To compensate for the visual disability, teachers need to help the child to develop adequate tools appropriate to their needs. 
Several of the children in the target group expressed a very insecure self-concept. One teacher commented on a learner: "He is always afraid when it comes to new activities. He says that he doesn't think he will manage as well as the others."

Learners found it difficult to describe things that they were good at, and often defined themselves as less skilled than other children. This is important information and we need to focus on how to strengthen the children’s self-confidence.

Many of the children in the target group developed emotional difficulties during their first years of school. This experience is reflected by other research that points to children with disabilities having emotional difficulties arising out of being "different". It is important to be aware of the particular vulnerability in these children and for teachers and parents to correctly interpret behaviors and reactions and give the child the right support.

What’s most important to parents?

For parents, long term planning concerning teaching support seemed to be extremely important. As a parent you know how fragile your child’s support system can be, both in terms of staff and technical help. For these parents the most important thing was that the teachers had the right qualifications for the job, and acknowledged that their child had special needs that had to be met. As a parent you are constantly aware that your child in some respects doesn’t have the same opportunities as other children and as a parent, of course you wish for the best possible conditions to make up for this.

Several parents stressed that a positive attitude from the head of the school is of greatest importance, because it helps to set the agenda for an inclusive environment. Some parents said that they sometimes felt that their child implied an economic burden for the school district, which of course is something parents shouldn’t need to worry about. 

Teachers’ experiences

Teaching a braille reading student within a mainstream setting had been both a learning and development experience for the teachers who participated in the study. It became evident that combining verbal and tactile teaching methods contributed to greater clarity in the teaching, which was positive for all the children in the group. 

Some of the teachers thought that increased emphasis on verbal interpretation had a positive impact on the understanding of language for all the children. Similarly the requirement for greater visual interpretation in learning made the other children use a lot more descriptions and adjectives in their language than they probably would have done if the visually impaired child hadn’t been in the class. 
In addition to the positive experiences, the teachers also stressed that creating an optimal teaching environment puts specific demands on everyone involved – teachers, parents, the other children and the braille reading student himself/herself. 

Inclusive education – a challenge

To succeed in creating an inclusive environment we would like to point out the importance of focusing on the whole situation around the child and how different factors continuously interact with each other in an ongoing process. It is important to focus on organisational, group and individual factors to be able to analyse the situation around the child and to find solutions to any problems. 

We also believe that for successful inclusion you have to identify certain tensions that have to be dealt with and balanced every day. For example, the child’s need for individual teaching versus the importance of spending enough time in the classroom to be accepted as one in the group.

In this brief summary of results from our case study we have put forward some of the factors that we think are of importance for inclusion, but of course there are also many challenges to making inclusion successful. We believe that most important is to acknowledge the challenges for each child and each school environment, in order to make optimal development for the child possible. 

More about Education and Special Educational Needs in Sweden 

In Sweden, teachers can become specialist teachers of the blind by completing a postgraduate course. 

Support for a child in class can come from either an assistant or a qualified teacher.

There are roughly 3000 children up to the age of 19 with sight problems.

10 to 15 children per year become braille readers.

There are 20-25 children in a typical mainstream school class.

There are still some residential schools for children with complex needs, including Eke School for children who also have visual impairment.

Children start pre-school at six and school at seven.

Blind children begin preparing for braille reading before school age, via tactile stimulation and literacy activities. Parents are encouraged to attend braille courses at the Swedish National Agency for SEN and Schools.
In Sweden teachers in primary schools usually teach the same group of students for a period of at least three years.  
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