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Provision of Education and
Rehabilitation Support of
Children with Special Needs
in Regular Classrooms
Nevzeta Salihović, Alma Dizdarević and Melika Smajić

Introduction
This study attempts to explore how to develop individually adapted education
for pupils with special needs in a regular school through cooperation between
special educators, regular teachers and school administration.
Several studies conducted in Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH), (Hatibović,
2002; Ibralić, 2002; Muminović, 2000; OSCE, 2001; Salihovic, 2001; Smajić,
2004) show that schools, especially at the primary level, are attended by an
increasing number of children who for different reasons cannot cope with the
acquisition of what they are taught. The rise in the numbers of these children is
calculated to be around 4% from 1997 (UNDP, 2003). Special education needs
originate from complex interactions of personal and environmental factors,
and in each generation we meet individuals showing developmental traits that
differ in pace, level and quality of the developmental path expected by school
and more or less followed by the majority of pupils. Children generally differ in
interests, learning styles and the amount of time found necessary for learning.
These and other differences, such as trauma, fear, sleeplessness or physical, sensory and developmental difficulties, require different approaches and amount
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of support. When taking into consideration children living in poverty, children from ethnic and language minorities as well as emotionally, socially and
culturally deprived children, we may agree that these children are frequently
marginalised within the education system and society in general. Each child
with special needs has different learning abilities, needs and interests. Therefore
the teaching process must be individualised, respecting and celebrating diversity of individual characteristics, abilities, needs and interests, and the needs
of all children attending their local school together with their peers must be
addressed (Johnsen, 2001; Smajić, 2004). With the aim of adjusting teaching
and learning content to the potential of the pupil, it is necessary to familiarise
oneself with the characteristics of the child as well as her or his current level of
accomplishment. Moreover, it is important to ensure that the individual pupil’s
potentials are optimally used. According to national and international principles
each child has the right to attend regular primary school (Okvirni zakon, 2003;
UNESCO, 1991; 1994).

Contextual and theoretical background of the study
Traditionally, children with disabilities and special needs have attended special
institutions and schools. Institutionalisation tended to violate elementary rights,
marginalising the institutional inhabitants socially, which may have resulted in
less efficient learning. In her PhD. Study Ibralić (2002) has analysed different
models for treating persons with disabilities in BiH. Her findings indicate that
a medical approach is still dominant. In other words, the focus is on defects,
and the person with developmental difficulties is viewed as a problem. All attention is directed to the “difficulty” and “disability”, and social activity is directed
to alleviate the consequences of a disorder. Children are referred to “special”
schools, separated from their families from early childhood, isolated from their
surrounding environment and alienated from society. Consequently, they have
limited possibilities to establish social contacts and learn to interact with other
children.
Ibralić (2002) argues that implementing a social model in education and
rehabilitation will improve the social status of children with special needs. Many
countries are striving towards the termination of special educational institutions
and acceptance of children with special needs as equal members of society. This
is in keeping with current international principles regarding human rights. The
UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (1991) states that each child has the
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right to live in the circle of the family as well as the right to receive education,
support and stimulation. Furthermore, the World Declaration regarding Education (UNESCO, 1991) and the Salamanca Framework for Action (UNESCO,
1994) explicitly insist on education for all children in the least restrictive environment possible and in conditions in which their needs will be met. New
terminology has also been developed during recent decades. For example, the
UK Warnock Report (1978, in Barton & Oliver, 1997) decided to reject the term
handicap and instead apply the term ‘special educational needs’, and at the same
time shifting the focus away from the child to the need for providing adequate
support for the child. Hand in hand with changing terminology, it seems that
society’s attitudes towards children with special needs are changing from segregation and labelling towards an understanding of the importance of providing
support in order to develop all children without exception optimally towards
complete and independent citizens.
Having ratified the above mentioned UN and UNESCO documents, BiH has
still not managed to realize completely all the basic conditions that they prescribe. The school system is making slow progress toward becoming a school for
all, welcoming all children with and without special needs, and inclusion. Today,
inclusion in BiH is partially organized by statute, meaning that primary schools
are not adequately prepared to serve children with special needs. Although the
Frame Statute regarding primary and secondary education in BiH (PSBH no.
59/03, 2003) has ascertained the possibility for equal participation of all children, cantonal statutes are not regulated, especially when it comes to schools’
obligations to support children with special needs. Until now, these children
have not received appropriate attention in all courses and activities in school,
and there is insufficient cooperation between school and parents. There is very
limited or no early detection of children with special needs in BiH, and there are
no teams for follow-up providing support in form of early stimulation. Further,
there is a lack of advanced individualised support and development of inclusive
practices. Although inclusion as a principle is regulated by the above mentioned
statute, questions regarding how to provide special needs education and appropriate collaboration between special needs educators or defectologists, teachers
and school administration in regular classes have remained unanswered. Unfortunately, very few signs may be found regarding implementation of the principle of inclusion in teacher education, which is still carried out in a traditional
fashion, through lecturing and with relatively few practical exercises and new,
flexible and creative teaching methods adapted to different individual needs.
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The process of identification and support for children with special needs still is
not officially regulated. Although certain changes are being implemented in the
education of teachers and special needs educators as well as in some schools in
Tuzla, Sarajevo and other cantons of BiH, they are still partial and unsystematic
(Ibralić, in press; Johnsen, 2007; Pepeljak, Hasić, Buljubašić & Smajić, in press;
Salihović & Hatibović, in press; Smajić, 2004).
So, in spite of the slight improvements mentioned above, the regular school
is currently not easily accessible for children with special needs. The reasons for
this are many, such as lack of proper legislation, unpreparedness of the schools
and teaching staff to offer adequate support, absence of expert staff, and no or little adaptation of school curricula and school buildings. Another reason may be
the lack of connections between school, parents and local community. Regarded
in their entirety, these conditions prevent schools from making effective efforts
in addressing the individual needs of all children. However, individual curricula
are in focus as regards special education, and they are one of the important
factors that have contributed to the successful inclusion and increased success
for children with special needs in regular school (Johnsen, 2001; 2013; Smajić,
2004). Positive interaction between teacher and pupil is another core issue. Rye
(2001; 2005) discusses eight basic principles of resource-based communication
and mediation promoting adequate contact with all pupils, and specifically with
vulnerable pupils. No one teacher, no matter how experienced or talented, can
possess all the knowledge, skills and attitude necessary for planning and practicing individually adapted education for the multitude of pupils with different
educational needs.
Having pupils with special educational needs in the classroom means that
special educational knowledge and skills are required. Professional special needs
educators, or defectologists are necessary partners in the regular school for all,
and team work and cooperation between them is a crucial requirement for success (Ferguson et al, 1998). In BiH and Tuzla canton the term “special needs”
has not yet been clearly described in public documents, and it is applied mostly
with a focus on children with different disabilities: mental or physical disability, sensory impairments, multiple impairments, psychosocial or language and
speech difficulties (Official paper of Tuzla Canton no.7/04).
Stančić (1985) offers a description of special needs, arguing that children and
youth with special educational or (re) habilitation needs are those who, for the
purpose of optimal development of their intellectual and psycho-social abilities,
essentially need specially adapted and individualized conditions and treatments.
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The advantage of this description or definition is that the term “developmental
difficulty” is avoided, and that focus is turned towards possibilities of alleviating the primary difficulty. Thus, the purpose of the concept special needs is to
direct attention to the needs of pupils, asking questions such as: What are the
needs of this individual child, and what kind of support has the school to offer
in order to meet these needs?
Learning means operating within the framework of what Vygotsky (1978)
terms the zone of proximal development. He describes this zone as the distance
between actual developmental level determined by the ability to independent
problem-solving and level of potential development determined by the ability
to solve problems under the supervision of an adult or in collaboration with
more capable peers. The zone of proximal development relates to functions that
are still not mature but are in the process of maturation; functions that may be
mastered tomorrow, but are developing within social interaction today (Vygotsky, 1978). This line of argument supports the view that teacher, classmates
and educational adaptation are crucial for learning. Accordingly traditional
assessment of what the pupil masters independently only presents one aspect
of educational assessment. The entire spectre of influential factors related to the
teaching-learning process in the classroom needs to be considered as a basis for
development and revision of individual as well as class plans and programmes or
curricula. Tharp and Galimore (1991) argue that teaching happens when help or
assistance is given on the level or point in the zone of proximal development, on
which performing a certain activity or learning task depends upon assistance.
This study is a systematic follow-up of a former international project focusing on developing individual and class curricula as a key practice of inclusion
(SØE 06/02). This is an independent Bosnian study, and at the same time a
contribution to a second international project entitled Comparative Classroom
Studies towards Inclusion (Johnsen, 2013; WB 06/04).

Research topic
As argued, educational issues related to children with special needs in BiH are
serious and different from one another. This study is therefore based on the
following two presumptions:
•

In regular classrooms one encounters children who do not cope with acquisition of traditional teaching content due to various special needs
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Children with special needs learn and develop effectively in regular settings
when provided with adequate special educational support focused on their
potentials.

Consequently, we suggest that planning and providing adequate support
through identification of level of mastery and learning possibilities, individual
education programmes, appropriate instruction and individualised assessment,
represent significant steps in addressing relevant education of children with
special needs in the inclusive classroom. Thus, the main goal of this research
project is to explore how a school develops individually adapted education
for pupils with special needs in cooperation between special needs educators,
regular teachers and school administration.
Sub goals or focus areas for exploration:
1. Contextual assessment of characteristics of pupil and learning environment,
playing and living inside and outside school in order to develop a profile of
the pupil in the learning process
2. Development of systematic suggestions for the adaptation of an individual
curriculum or plan in order to meet the pupil’s needs on the basis of information collected through contextual assessment
3. Development of individual educational and/or rehabilitation program
4. Implementation of individual educational and/or rehabilitation program
5. Evaluation of the program
Thus, learning-teaching interactions related to a small number of pupils with
different special needs within regular classes are investigated in this study.

Methodology; design-methods-instruments
Research design
This is an action research project with qualitative elements. The linking of the
terms “action” and “research” highlights the essential features of this approach;
we are trying out ideas in practice as a means of increasing knowledge about
the research topic and/or improving practice.
Action research involves action (or change) and research (or understanding). Rapoport (1970) argues that the aim of action research is to contribute to
understanding and solving practical dilemmas of the participants involved in the
research as well as clarifying dilemmas that may appear in the research field. One
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may say that action research takes place in a process that improves and shapes
itself, while the understanding of a phenomenon grows. The process is cyclical,
intending to increase understanding. Action research is usually participatory.
The methodology is based on the assumption that changes most easily occur for
those whose changes are directly involved in the process of changing, which in
our case are selected teachers, special needs educators and school administration. Actual real-life situations in school are in focus of action research. Control
of variables is not an issue here, but rather the issue is to explore the different
aspects of the complex and continuous flow of changes in the real-life process
(Dick, 1995; Armstrong & Moore, 2004). In this study, action research will provide an opportunity to 1) systematically analyse and reflect on teaching-learning
processes 2) explore and test new ideas, methods, and materials 3) assess how
effective the approaches have proved to be 4) share feedback with fellow team
members and 5) make decisions about new approaches related to pupils, learning process, curriculum adjustment, instruction, and assessment plans.
A qualitative research approach is explorative or descriptive, assumes the
value of context and searches for a deeper understanding of the phenomenon in
focus of the study. According to Gall, Gall and Borg (2003), a main characteristic
of qualitative research is its focus on the intensive study of specific instances
that are cases of a phenomenon. The phenomenon in focus of this study is the
process of providing support to children with special needs attending regular
primary school.

Purposeful selection of a regular school
Preliminary studies have already been implemented in order to select one
school as arena for the research. At first, we gained access to one school which
seemed to fulfil our purposes for selection. However, when the school decided
to withdraw from the research cooperation, we set out finding another, which is
now ready to participate in our project. The selected school is a regular primary
school with 841 pupils at the beginning of the study. The school meets the following criteria for selection:
•
•
•
•

It has a large number of pupils
It does not have a developed system of support for children with special
needs at the beginning of the project
The school director and administration are ready for cooperation
It is an urban school
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None of the staff have been educated for working with children with special
needs
It has welcomed children with different special needs in several classes

Within the school the classes have been purposely selected in order to work with
six different categories of special needs. The selection criteria are:
•
•
•

Pupils of both genders
Pupils who the teacher and project researcher assess and find to have difficulties in overcoming applied curriculum
Classes with pupils with different special educational needs due to the categories intellectual difficulties – language and speech disorders – psychosocial / behavioural difficulties – visual or hearing impairment – mobility
disabilities – chronic disease/s

The study includes pupils from first to eight grade of both genders. The selection
of pupils and classes has been conducted in cooperation with class teachers,
director and pedagogue. All 841 pupils participated in assessment with the following outcome regarding special needs:
•
•
•
•
•
•

32 pupils with intellectual difficulties
94 pupils with language and speech disorders
3 pupils with hearing impairment
1 pupil with behavioural disorder
3 pupils with mobility disorders and chronic diseases
36 pupils with visual impairment

The plan is to select one or two pupils from each category of special needs
depending on parents’ consent to their children’s participation in the project
on the following aspects:
•
•
•

agreement to further assessment of the child
agreement regarding development of individual educational and rehabilitation programmes
interest concerning their child’s progress

In addition to the selected pupils, parents, teachers and other relevant educators
will be informants in this study.
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One school, six cases and eight researchers
Through the preparatory assessment shown above, pupils with special educational needs are divided into six categories in accordance with suggested
reasons for their difficulties in meeting traditional educational requirements.
Each category constitutes a case. The further study will be implemented by
colleagues with professional and research experience within each category or
case. Each case is planned to follow a similar process through action research.
Differences between the case studies relate to differences in assessment, planning and implementing within each special needs educational category.

Cases and researches
Case 1. Pupils with intellectual difficulties. Researchers PhD Fata Ibralić, Docent
and M.A. Alma Dizdarević, Teaching Assistant
Case 2. Pupil with language and speech difficulties. Researches: PhD. Nevzeta
Salihović, Professor and PhD. Mirela Duranović, Docent
Case 3. Pupil with hearing difficulties. Researcher PhD Husnija Hasanbegović,
Docent
Case 4. Pupil with socio-emotional difficulties. Researcher PhD. Behija Čišić,
Associate Professor
Case 5. Pupil with mobility disorders and chronic disease. Researcher PhD. Ajša
Mahmutagić, Docent.
Case 6. Pupil with visual impairment. Researcher PhD. Dževdet Sarajlić,
Professor.

Main activities
Each case is represented by one pupil in the research school who has been purposefully selected or appropriately sampled on grounds of a series of criteria.
For Case 1, however, two pupils have been selected.
The next step is to implement further in-depth assessment related to level
of mastery and educational resources in accordance with the different categories of special needs33. Data will be collected by contextual assessment through
observation of the pupil in a regular class setting and by document analysis,
including the pupil’s works, drawings, teacher’s assessment and tests of the

33.

See list of planned assessment approaches and tests under References
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pupils with scales, tests and check-lists as well as interviews with informants.
The information will be gathered in a so-called pupil’s profile of individual and
environmental characteristics as well as with educational proposals regarding
adjustment of curriculum, teaching methods and assessment, as well as rehabilitation proposals depending on particular needs. This will be carried out in
cooperation between researcher, teachers and parents.
An individually adapted education plan will be developed based on gathered
information. Educational objectives will be decided based on the analysis of
the gathered data relevant to the pupils’ needs and interests. The total range of
needs; educational, social, occupational, physical, psychological and recreational; will be considered
The individual education plan will be implemented. Continuous observations
of the needs and interests of the pupil in focus will be administered through
team work involving teacher, pedagogue, parent, educator-rehabilitator, and
other experts if needed. The voice of the pupil will be in the centre of attention.
Continuous revision will take place focusing on potential objectives necessary
for curriculum adaptation and for development of a support program in accordance with particular special needs.
Evaluation of the effectiveness of the individual program will be carried out.
A final assessment will be performed at the end of the school year, applying the
same scales, tests, checklists and other procedures that were used at the beginning of the research project, as well as by analysing the pupils’ achievements
in academic and other developmental domains. This information will serve as
basis for a descriptive analysis of the results of this research project, and. In
addition it may also serve to suggest future goals concerning:
•
•
•

how to improve research work in this field
how to improve the provision of support for children with special educational needs in regular classrooms
how to create efficient inclusive schools
Preliminary time schedule
January
2007

February – Jun
2007

September –
October 2007

November
2007

December 2007 –
Jun 2008

September
2008 –…

Assessment

Research – Treatment, support

Evaluation

Assessment

Research – Treatment, support

Evaluation
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Ethical considerations
A number of ethical issues may occur at various points in an educational
research process, such as in data collection, in the field related to analysis and
especially regarding dissemination of qualitative reports (Gall, Gall & Borg,
2003). In this research two ethical issues have been addressed already in the
preparatory phase:
•

•

Obtaining informed consent: A formal letter with information about the
research project has been formulated and addressed to the school authorities of the primary school requesting their written consent to participation
Maintenance of privacy and confidentiality: All information about the
selected pupils in the cases and their family, as well as about the school
has been guaranteed strict confidentiality. Any information related to any
individual may only be released with parental and school permission.

Connection between the Tuzla study and the joint
comparative classroom studies towards inclusion
(WB 04/06)
This study contributes to our joint international comparative study through
exploring, describing and discussing six cases related to pupils with special
needs in regular classes in a regular school. This research project focuses on all
eight didactic-curricular main aspects for comparative analysis presented in
the joint project plan (Johnsen, 2012; WB 04/06).
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Changes in the research plan during
implementation
Alma Dizdarević and Nevzeta Salihović in May 2011
As mentioned in the main text, the research team gained access to a school as
research arena. However, soon after the identification of children with special
needs for each category of disability took place, the cooperation was suspended.
It turned out that the school administration and teaching staff did not accept
one of the objectives of the study, which was to give selected teachers in-service
training in how to develop individually adapted education plans for pupils with
special needs through initiating collaboration with the special needs educators
working on the research team. We then turned to a second regular school in an
urban setting. While this school was slightly smaller, the teaching staff, including its director, educator and classroom teachers, was willing to cooperate with
us in the realization of the research. Parents of the children assessed and selected
for the study were also willing to cooperate with the special needs educators
during the research period. However, when it came to signing the individual
education plans, parents of one of the selected pupils withdrew from the project.
Another child with special needs within the same category was then selected
with the written consent of his parents.

