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Abstract  

Although there is a global commitment to the implementation of inclusive education, it is 

developing at a different pace and taking different forms in different school systems. The 

existing educational structures as well as current socio-political context impact the 

developmental paths of any school system. In this chapter we will describe recent changes in 

education policy and educational practices related to the support system of students with special 

education needs in country of Finland and in a Canadian province, Newfoundland and Labrador. 

Educational statistics, policy documents as well as recent research findings from these 

jurisdictions will be examined in order to provide a comparison and analysis of current trends 

in inclusive and special education.   

 

The Canadian Context 
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Canada is a vast country bounded on the west and east by the Pacific and Atlantic oceans, 

on the north by the Arctic ocean, and on the south and northwestern edge by the United States of 

America. Geopolitically, it is divided into 13 jurisdictions, 10 provinces, and 3 northern 

territories with vast swaths of rural and Northern areas with low population density. Canada has 

a federal government providing governmental directives in many areas, but not all decision-

making happens at this all-encompassing federal level. Areas like health care and education, for 

example, operate from provincial / territorial directives, with often little federal direction 

(Dworet & Bennett, 2002)—even the use and names of individual education plans for students 

with disabilities vary. In the field of education, this diversity in funding and programming 

includes the provision of educational programs through Indigenous and Northern Affairs Canada 

(Maich et al., 2018). Maich and Sider (2019) summarize these relationships: 

regulations are found at provincial/territorial levels but include multiple informants of 

policy including international direction, such as the UN Convention on the Rights of 

Persons with Disabilities (2017) and UNESCO’s Salamaca Statement for Framework for 

Action on Special Needs Education (1994). Provincial education departments (ministries) 

develop regulations and policies … which [deal] with the identification and placement of 

SEN. Such provincial regulations are then interpreted and implemented through the local 

policies and practices for schools organized by boards or districts. (p. 3) 

Although jurisdictionally funded and governed platforms like Canada’s education system may 

have many advantages, 13 varied platforms means, at times, vast inconsistencies across the 

nation such as “including differences in definitions, diagnosis, identification, prevalence, 

eligibility, placement, services, administration, funding, and teacher training” (Maich, Somma, & 
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Dworet, 2018) and such inconsistencies around inclusion may be intensified in secondary 

settings (Thompson & Timmons, 2017).  

Many Canadian provinces, territories, and/or school boards are using or including 

elements of response to intervention, a model of delivering services that is reflective of the 

traditional cascade model, where most students are in the regular class and on the regular 

curriculum (Tier One), some students require additional supports for some concepts (Tier Two), 

and a few students receive an alternative curriculum (Tier Three).  However, Maich et al. (2018) 

did find cross-Canada trends towards inclusion of students with disabilities and towards non-

categorization of exceptionality.  

 Canada, including Newfoundland and Labrador (NL), it is at a crossroads between much 

progress in school-based inclusion that began around the mid-1800s (Dworet & Bennett, 2002) 

yet with many steps ahead that are mired in complex challenges. While there were early 

instances of inclusion in NL, it was far more common for students with special education needs 

to be educated in separate schools. In 1954, Vera Perlin opened her first school for students with 

cognitive impairments in St. John’s, NL, with help from donations. The Canadian Charter of 

Rights and Freedoms (1982) was the impetus for public entry into the school system for students 

with special education needs also contextualized by international informants to policy. In the 

1980s, Canada focused on placement for students with practices like integration and 

mainstreaming, pushing students with disabilities into school systems (Thompson & Timmons, 

2017). By the 1990s, this initial emphasis shifted to calls for one inclusive school system, 

including the use of meaningful curricula for all students, to cover the range of complex needs in 

Canadian classrooms (Thompson & Timmons, 2017). This conversation and its practices 

continue to evolve unevenly across Canada, fraught with complexities and tensions from 
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philosophies to policies to practices, including within its easternmost island province of 

Newfoundland and Labrador. The NL Premier’s Task Force (Government of Newfoundland and 

Labrador, 2017) reiterated that: 

Every province and territory in Canada embraces the language of inclusive schools. This 

language extends to the entire school culture and speaks to shared values of diversity and 

the creation of learning communities that are accepting, welcoming and safe. Within that 

paradigm, each region has a model outlining the delivery of accommodations and 

supports to students with identified learning needs. Newfoundland and Labrador typifies 

the national landscape with similar support services, modes of delivery, assessment 

criteria and categories of support. (p. 6) 

Newfoundland and Labrador 

Like many areas in Canada, Newfoundland and Labrador (NL) has significant spaces and 

communities that are rural and northern communities as well as Indigenous populations. 

However, as noted above, there is little federal direction with the exceptional of some federal 

direction for Indigenous education. Therefore, NL, like each of Canada’s 13 jurisdictions creates 

provincial policies and equity and inclusion for all community members, as well as those that are 

specific to school-based practices (Maich & Sider, 2019). In NL’s case, the province has moved 

from a history of a full segregation in the 1980s for students with disabilities to “an 

internationally embraced model of inclusive education where all children, regardless of religion, 

culture, gender or ability, can attend the neighbourhood school” (Government of Newfoundland 

and Labrador, 2017, p. 5). However, policies, practices, and even definitions, remain vastly 

inconsistent across the country and struggles remain in Newfoundland and Labrador’s 

jurisdictional approach to the inclusion of students with disabilities (Maich et al., 2018). Even 
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within NL, inherent and emergent challenges exist around the development of inclusive policies 

and practices. For example, although the province has over 500 000 residents, almost half of 

those live in small, rural, and Northern communities (Government of Newfoundland and 

Labrador, 2017, p. 3), and migration towards city centres is a common phenomenon. The 

Premier’s Task Force (Government of Newfoundland and Labrador, 2017) reports that:  

Between 1996 and 2016, the number of school-aged individuals (5 to 19 years) in the 

province declined from 125,000 to 80,000, with declines more pronounced in rural areas. 

Over the next 20 years this number is projected to decline further to 68,000. In rural 

areas, there are concerns about viability of small schools; availability of programs, 

particularly at the high school level; extended busing distances; and availability of 

specialist services. In urban centres, there are increasingly diverse school populations, 

with higher numbers of immigrants and refugees and a corresponding need for programs 

and services (p.3).  

In NL, “inclusive education refers broadly to the climate of social acceptance while special 

education has traditionally referenced an equitable provision of supports to children with an 

identified exceptionality” (Government of Newfoundland and Labrador, 2017, p. 5). More 

specifically, the Department of Education and Early Childhood Development broadens that 

definitely to a philosophy that incorporates a range of tenets. These goals include:  

• the right of all students to attend school with their peers, and to receive appropriate and 

quality programming;  

• a continuum of supports and services in the most appropriate setting (large group, small 

group, individualized), respecting the dignity of the child;  
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• a welcoming school culture where all members of the school community feel they 

belong, realize their potential, and contribute to the life of the school;  

• an atmosphere which respects and values the participation of all members of the school 

community;  

• a school community which celebrates diversity; and  

•  a safe and caring school environment. (NL Department of Education, Definition of 

Inclusive Schools (Government of Newfoundland and Labrador, n.d, para. 1)  

The Department of Education and Early Childhood Development moved from a special 

education to an inclusive education model, phasing in this approach through to 2017. The 

Newfoundland and Labrador English School District (NLESD) consists of 256 schools, 

including several alternate sites: Hospital Schools (Janeway Children’s Health and Rehabilitation 

Centre, St. John’s; Tuckamore Centre, Paradise; Hope Valley Centre, Grand Falls-Windsor; and 

Western Memorial Hospital, Corner Brook), Newfoundland and Labrador Youth Centre, 

Horizon Academy, and the Pathfinder Learning Centre (two locations Corner Brook and 

Stephenville). These schools provide education for approximately 65,000 students. The NLESD 

also offers services through the Centre for Distance Learning and Innovation (CDLI). (Centre for 

Distance Learning and Innovation, n.d.) 

Hospital schools (Janeway Children’s Health and Rehabilitation Centre, St. John’s; 

Tuckamore Centre; Hope Valley Centre, Grand Falls-Windsor; and Western Memorial Hospital, 

Corner Brook) are also provided to students across the province.  The primary purpose is to 

maintain academic programming for students when they are unable to attend school during 

periods of hospitalization, rehabilitation or treatment (Newfoundland and Labrador English 

School District, n.d.(a)). Horizon Academy offers services to children from grades 7 through to 
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level III. This school provides services to students who for whatever reason are unable to attend 

their home school. The school provides services for students with both behavioural and mental 

health problems. The school generally provides half day services for 50 students split into either 

morning or afternoon classes. The school is also used to provide services for student who have 

been hospitalized or incarcerated as they transition back to their home schools (email 

communication Carolyn Stacey, Principal, March 17, 2021). The Newfoundland and Labrador 

Youth Centre, Whitbourne, NL provides schooling for students grades 7 to level III. The school 

provides educational services to youth who have been in conflict with the law and placed in 

secure custody. The Pathfinders Learning Centre has two locations on the western part of the 

province (Corner Brook and Stephenville). This centre supports and services youth ages 16 and 

over who want to complete their high school education. The program offers a general high 

school diploma and provides self-paced courses for students (Newfoundland and Labrador 

English School District, n.d. (c)).  

Newfoundland and Labrador is a province with both urban and rural geographical areas 

and the Centre for Distance Learning and Innovation (CDLI) offers programming for students 

from kindergarten to level III (grade 12). In 2016-2017 academic year CDLI offered 41 different 

courses to 1,233 individual students (CDLI, n.d.). Beginning in 1964, Newfoundland and 

Labrador opened a provincial School for the Deaf. Prior to opening this school students from 

Newfoundland and Labrador attended the School for the Deaf, Nova Scotia and the McKay 

School for the Deaf in Montreal, Quebec. When the School for the Deaf opened in 1964 they 

initially had 54 students and by 1964 there were 130 students attending the school 

(Newfoundland and Labrador Association for the Deaf, n.d.). In 2010 the school was closed. The 

report indicated that there were no new enrollments for the fall 2010 and no new enrollments set 
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for the next five years (CBC, 2010). However, there is still a difference between inclusivity as a 

societal norm in the province, and how to deliver supports for diverse groups of students in 

inclusive school settings. Since 2006, some identifications of exceptionality in NL publicly 

funded schools have increased dramatically (e.g., 5896 with Specific Learning Disorder; 1191 

with a Speech & Language Disorder) and, overall, the total number of students with 

exceptionalities increased by 2368. The table which follows enumerates local students with 

exceptionalities in the 2016 / 2017 school year.  The total number of students with 

exceptionalities has increased only slightly between 2006 (20%) and 2017 (22%). More recently, 

in (2020), Newfoundland and Labrador currently can be described as having a 26% 

exceptionality rate where about one in four students are identified. Part of the high percentage is 

the association of our current exceptionalities with medical diagnoses. A medical diagnosis 

allows for the identification of an educational exceptionality which leads to access to special 

education services.  

Table 1. Number of Students with Exceptionalities (by Type) 2016/17 

Exceptionality Number of Students per Category 

Acquired Brain Injury 57 

Developmental Delay 2203 

Giftedness 56 

Hearing Loss 280 

Intellectual Disability 898 

Medical Condition 417 

Mental Illness/Mental Health  1 460 

Neurodevelopmental Disorder – Autism 1 253 



 9 

Neurodevelopmental Disorder – ADHD  2 886 

Neurodevelopmental Disorder – Other  759 

Physical Disability 194 

Specific Learning Disorder 8 901 

Speech & Language Disorder 3 408 

Vision Loss 86 

Total Exceptionalities (Students may have more than one) 22 858 

Total students with an exceptionality 14 710 

Adapted from Government of Newfoundland and Labrador (2017, p. 8) 

 Students, like the above students with such identifications, have undergone 

comprehensive assessments and are entitled, then, to individual education plans (IEPs) and may 

also utilize multidisciplinary individual support services plans (ISSPs) (Government of 

Newfoundland and Labrador, n.d. (b)), which includes options such as accommodations, 

modifications, alternate courses, and resources such as additional support services (e.g., 

educational assistants) and resources (e.g., assistive technology) Government of Newfoundland 

and Labrador, n.d. (a)).  

Responsive Teaching and Learning Framework 

In 2009, NL began its Inclusive Education Initiative with the goal of making schools 

places where all members of the school community feel safe, accepted and included. A phase-in 

approach was adopted with new schools joining the initiative each year until 2017, when 

representatives from all public schools received training in inclusive practices, differentiated 

instruction and collaborative teaching.  



 10 

Itinerants for Inclusive Education are responsible for supporting schools as they 

implement an inclusive education framework. They provide continuous and direct support to all 

schools through school visits, collaboration with teachers and school teams, and provision of in-

service and professional development sessions.  

Currently, NL is in the process of phasing in a responsive teaching and learning policy 

and service delivery model for special education, providing access to special education services 

based on appropriate data, not solely a medical or psychological diagnosis or identification, 

including strong evidence that a student's learning needs cannot be met through typical education 

practices. Similar to the more commonly known Response to Intervention model, an 

exceptionality is an educational determination that may be informed by diagnosis and used to 

advise teaching and learning and inform the provision of special education services and the 

purpose of exceptionality and comprehensive assessment is to inform teaching and learning. 

Collaborative inquiry is used to inform responsive teaching and learning, whereby educators i) 

reflect on student progress and teacher practice; ii) make a plan for improvement; iii) implement 

the plan; and iv) gather and analyze evidence. Within this model, students continue to be 

supported by IEPs informed by a variety of data sources, but always by assessment and 

exceptionality. In turn, students deemed exceptional are also supported by a program planning 

team, a teaching and learning team, and a service delivery team, as well as a range of itinerant 

teachers. A responsive teaching and learning focus will guide the future of K-12 education in 

NL, ensuring that children will receive data-driven, flexible, and appropriate services with clear 

criteria for such service provision. 

Public Perspectives on Inclusion 
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Recent media stories reveal five overarching topics when it comes to K-12 inclusive 

public education (Canadian Broadcasting Corporation, 2017a; Canadian Broadcasting 

Corporation, 2017b; Canadian Broadcasting Corporation, 2017c). First and foremost, a generally 

positive view toward the philosophy of including students with disabilities in the classroom 

appears to exist; perhaps more so for those who tend to view inclusion as a right and 

responsibility. Second, that supports and services for students with exceptional learning needs is 

under-resourced. Third, students who are perceived as having the greatest needs likewise receive 

the largest share of available resource—including those with major behavioural challenges. 

Fourth, classroom teachers do not appear to be equipped for the diversity of needs, resources, 

and technologies that they encounter in inclusive classroom settings—especially so when it 

comes to students with significant behavioural challenges, who are deaf and hard of hearing, or 

with mental health concerns. Fifth, there are challenges with supports and services provision 

based on the diagnosis and/or identification of learning difficulties.   

Premier’s Task Force 

Following comprehensive stakeholder consultation (parents, students, educators, teacher 

educators, and community groups) and a comprehensive review of the system, the NL provincial 

government released The Premier’s Task Force on Improving Educational Outcomes 

(Government of Newfoundland and Labrador, 2017). Here, the above-noted positive attitude 

toward the philosophy of inclusive classroom prevailed; however, some advocacy groups were 

divided on this topic. For example, the Newfoundland and Labrador Association for Community 

Living (NLACL) strongly supports the concept and the implementation of inclusion (Delaney, 

2017), indicating that inclusive education is not just a school responsibility but also a family and 

community responsibility and a right rather than a theory, fostering a sense of belonging and not 
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a system of segregation for everyone. Students who are educated together come to appreciate 

diversity and view and understand individuals with disabilities as a part of their community 

(Delaney, 2017).  

According to Government of Newfoundland and Labrador (2017), the provincial 

inclusion model was phased in beginning in September 2009, without a clear implementation 

policy. At that point, Newfoundland and Labrador’s Department of Education and Early 

Childhood Education (DEECE) had begun an eight-year phase in of their model of inclusion 

with a draft format of this policy. The section that addressed inclusion identified nine key areas, 

outlined in the below table. 

Table 2. Components of Inclusion and Accompanying Issues with Implementation  

Accessible curriculum At this point, NL was not using practices like Universal Design 

for Learning (UDL), Response to Intervention (RTI), or 

Differentiated Instruction (DI); therefore, encouragement was 

given for future curriculum development to use UDL principles 

to provide broader curricular accessibility. 

Responding to behaviour Responding to challenging behaviour depletes resources and 

teachers feel unprepared to deal with behaviour and mental 

health problems within the classroom.  

Proactive special education There is no formal system of early identification; rather, a 

system-wide attitude that students should not be identified prior 

to grade four. Special education remains a reactive approach to 

students who have fallen behind their peers in academic 

achievement. 
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Roles and environments Confusion regarding roles and instructional environments 

exists, such as the understanding that all services would be 

provided within the general education classroom. Instructional 

resource teachers (IRTs) provided in-class services but 

struggled with space and guidance counsellors often provided 

special education services, perhaps without relevant training. 

Concerns were raised that students with mild difficulties were 

not being addressed in favour of provided services for more 

severe disabilities. 

Child health services A lack of collaboration and communication between health and 

education was evident, with specific issues in communication, 

transition planning, and speech-language services. 

Classroom assistants Issues such as student assistants moving from school to school 

and a lack of policy for hiring replacements and using 

substitutes were highlighted, as well as two previous reviews 

(2000; 2007) that recommended the introduction of 

instructional assistants. 

Partial days Students are routinely sent home for behavioural reasons. 

Partial day placement was highlighted as becoming problematic 

and as a pretence of inclusion that leads to school exclusion.  

Complex needs Students with complex needs are more likely to be excluded or 

attend on partial days, especially students with Autism 
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Spectrum Disorder (ASD) and mental health difficulties. 

Transition planning is seldom used. 

Systemic issues Special education services are not well integrated. Often those 

with special education expertise are not included in the decision 

making, policy development, curriculum development. Systems 

of data collection, internal and external professionals, and 

internal and externals systems have difficulty communicating.  

  

Media Series 

During this same period as the task force (Government of Newfoundland and Labrador 

2017), the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation (CBC) completed a three-part series interviewing 

30 teachers (current, retired elementary teachers, junior high, high school, administrators, 

instructional resource teachers, and guidance counsellors) on current classroom realities. These 

30 educators were from various regions of the province and included individuals from both urban 

and rural contexts.  

 Part —Inside the Classroom: Inclusive Education. The overarching view from 

interviewees was that “theoretically inclusion is a wonderful idea” (CBC, 2017a). When they 

were asked to define inclusion, one participant described it as that “all children within the system 

get the best education so they can be happy working citizens.” Participants raised issues around 

inclusion related to teacher stress, teacher well-being (physical health; mental health), the impact 

of having diverse classrooms, and feelings of being a failure. They also discussed student stress, 

trauma / desensitization, and violence (both those committing such acts and the classroom-wide 

impact of violent acts). Administrative issues such as class size, numbers of students with IEPs, 
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and limited student assistant supports, instructional resource time, and access to guidance 

services were also noted.  

In this episode, teachers suggested that students with significant behavioural difficulties 

were impacting teacher and student well-being, and that these issues meant time away from 

curriculum and instruction. The overarching theme was that the limited resources that were 

available within the schools were being taken up by behavioural needs. Teachers reported feeling 

deflated, because at the end of the day, they believed that it was impossible to give students what 

they actually needed within the inclusive environment. Teachers and administrators interviewed 

during this episode reported that students were not getting what they required as resources were 

often exhausted by problem behaviours. The participants reported they believed many children 

within their classrooms did not feel safe, had been traumatized by seeing their teachers as victims 

of violence, or had been victimized themselves. This episode also indicated that average students 

and high-achieving students were not obtaining sufficient educational services.  

The first episode also raised administrative issues, participants discussed many years of 

cutbacks that impacted human resources such as guidance counsellors, instructional resources 

teachers, student assistants, speech language services, occupational therapy, and psychologists. 

Participants also suggested that class size has continued to grow, simultaneously increasing 

teachers’ workload.  

 Part 2—Inside the classroom: Parent & Student Behaviour. Participants in this 

second episode discussed both student and parent behaviour, noting that there seemed to be an 

attitude that swearing is a part of everyday student language coming from homes into the 

classrooms, with very little (if any) consequences. They reported, in fact, that when parents are 

called teachers could potentially hear the same offensive language. However, participants 
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reported that some calls home resulted in family support while some resulted in parents hanging 

up on teachers. Teachers reported being threatened by irate parents, and parents getting 

confrontational during parent-teacher interviews. Participants believed in building relationships 

with families; however, they reported that many children are “falling between the cracks.” 

During this episode teachers discussed the influence of technology on the children in 

their classrooms. Teachers discussed early exposure to violent video games and movies, and 

participants believed this exposure led to increasing mental health difficulties such as anxiety in 

their students, especially younger students who were not emotionally equipped to handle the 

content. Participants also reported concerns about unlimited access to technology, citing 

absences and tiredness following releases of new video games as their students would stay up all 

night just to finish the newly released game. Participants also reported negative impacts of social 

media both at school and after school. Teachers reported issues with students such as setting play 

or romantic dates, settling the score, and buying drugs, through social media.  

The participants indicated that attending school and completing academic tasks were in 

competition with sports. They raised issues of pressure placed on them by parents to let their 

children submit late assignments or write make-up quizzes because of time spent playing hockey 

or other sports. Several participants raised the issue of the district policy regarding no 

consequence to students for late assignments and the impact on the teachers who are obligated to 

always accept late assignments. As well, some of the participants raised the issue regarding 

student refusal to complete assignments when “they don’t want to do what they don’t want to 

do.” They also raised the issue of students whining about assigned work, students putting in very 

little effort to complete their academic tasks or submitting assignments with nothing completed. 
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Participants reported that all of the above issues led to feelings of inadequacy about their 

effectiveness as teachers.  

The participants also discussed issues surrounding “safe schools” and defined safe school 

as “children locked in a classroom for a period of time because of the behaviour of an individual 

student.” Participants raised issues around increased anxiety from students and students feeling 

“not safe” at school. The participants discussed that they viewed the bigger issues that were 

politics and budgets.  

 Part 3—Inside the classroom: Math & Full Day Kindergarten. 

In Part 3, the main theme for this third episode was the impact of the implementation of 

full day kindergarten (FDK). The participants reported that FDK was implemented without 

additional resources, and FDK added significant stressors to an already financially stressed and 

overburdened school system. The participants noted that they believed the FDK program resulted 

resources designed for specific students being moved into kindergarten programs. For example, a 

grade four teacher described the loss of instructional resource time (IRT) time being transferred 

into the school’s kindergarten classrooms. Teachers in this episode discussed how FDK caused 

increased class size, increased supervision duty (200 minutes in a seven-day cycle), and 

decreased guidance services. The second theme addressed in this third episode was difficulties 

with the province’s math curriculum, which participants described as an “inch deep and mile 

wide.” Related issues raised included new math methods being taught, parents not being able to 

help, and the impact of literacy or language difficulties math success. Some students who 

previously may have excelled at math, for example, are now experiencing difficulty because they 

are not able to explain their processes.  

Parents’ Concerns 
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During the same period as the task force, CBC interviewed a parent of children with 

exceptional learning needs (White, 2017). Essentially, the parent suggested that the needs of her 

children are not being met within the school system. The piece took the reader through a family 

who experienced difficulty with receiving needed services for their son with a specific learning 

disorder (SLD). White (2015) had previously interviewed the same family about services and 

supports for their child and the family reported that “not much had changed” that they are 

constantly advocating for their child and the supports required. The parent raised issues related to 

a two-tier system, families paying out of pocket for tutors, speech services, and other needed 

services. The parent reported that her child, because he is quiet, often falls through the cracks in 

the system. The parent reported that because her child is not disruptive, he does not get the 

attention and services outlined in his individual education plan (IEP). These issues were also 

raised by teachers and the Premier’s Task Force (Government of Newfoundland and Labrador, 

2017).  

 In a separate media piece (Lord, 2019) a parent discussed a lack of resources and 

specialized services for their child. The school for children who are deaf and hard of hearing 

closed in 2010. Children who are deaf or hard of hearing are now placed within their community 

school without educators with the necessary skills to communicate with the children. This issue 

was also raised in the Premier’s task force (Government of Newfoundland and Labrador, 2017).  

An additional media piece addressed the experiences of three families with children with 

exceptional learning needs and their experiences during the time when schools were shut down 

during the COVID-19 global pandemic. Mullaley (2020), who interviewed three families, 

reported that the pandemic has placed additional burdens and stresses on families of children 

with exceptional learning needs in Newfoundland and Labrador. They reported that with services 
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stopped during the pandemic that all of the care fell on the parents. While children who are 

typically developing may have access to google classroom, this venue was developed for 

teaching typically developing children and was reported as less helpful for children with 

disabilities such as cerebral palsy, Down Syndrome, autism spectrum disorder (ASD), and global 

developmental delays. The main message was that the Newfoundland and Labrador English 

School District (NLESD) cannot deliver remote programs, provide the necessary supports for 

these children, when other resources are withdrawn, and families are left on their own to provide 

for all the needs of their children. 

The Finland Context 

Finland is a rather small European country with around 5,5 million inhabitants and low 

population density. Finland is part of the European Union, but related to the education policy, 

every member country follows its own legislation. Finland has ratified the UNESCO’s 

Salamanca Statement for Framework for Action on Special Needs Education (1994) as well the 

United Nation’s Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (2017), however, the 

concept of inclusion is not adopted to legislation, although the direction of support services has 

been developed step by step to that direction during past decades (Jahnukainen & Itkonen 2021). 

Although the history of Finnish “folk education” starts from the late 1800’s, it started to 

develop to more comprehensive direction after Finnish independency from under the rule of 

Russia 1917, and when the first Compulsory Education Act was enacted 1921. However, it took 

a rather long time to get every student as part of the same comprehensive school system. Until 

early 1970’s there was a parallel school system with shorter practical and longer academic 

routes. During 1970’s the 9-years lasting comprehensive school (direct translation Basic School) 

was implemented to whole country starting from the age of 7. This was also the start of 
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expansion of low threshold support services: in addition to more traditional full-time special 

education provision in special schools and self-contained special classes the model of so called 

part-time special education provision in general education schools was introduced. Until the end 

of 1980’s this model of support was expanded as a main way of delivering additional support to 

any students with difficulties in learning. As a last group the students with severe intellectual 

disabilities joined compulsory education in 1997. Before that, their education was organized by 

the social welfare services (Jahnukainen & Korhonen, 2003). 

The Basic Education Act 1998 introduced for the first time the Individual Education 

Plans (IEP), which is needed to be made for students in full time special education. The same 

law also made it officially possible, that the instruction of a student considered as in need of ‘full 

time’ special education could be organized – based on the IEP – partly or fully in general 

education classroom. Even in this occasion, the ‘inclusion’ language has not been officially used, 

in Finnish legislation this placement option is called ‘in conjunction of other education’. In 

practice this means that every child is supposed to enroll the neighborhood school. Even though 

there still exist special schools, the number of special schools as separate institutions has 

decreased steadily (Fig 1). 

In the amendment of Basic Education Act 2010 the special education system was 

reformulated as a three-tiered system of Learning and Schooling Support. Tier 1 (general 

support) consists of mainly actions made by the regular classroom teacher in terms of 

differentiation as well as in terms of school-wide efforts to meet the diversity of students. This 

meant transferring more responsibility to classroom teachers as well as the school community. 

Tier 2 (intensified support) consists of remedial support by the class teacher, co-teaching with 

the special educator and temporal individual or small group learning with the part-time special 
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educator. In practice, this practise is quite close to the former definition of ‘part-time special 

education’. Tier 3 (special support) consists of the whole continuum of special education services 

from full-time general education to a special school placement and is mostly equivalent with the 

previous ‘full time special education’ (see Jahnukainen & Itkonen 2016). 

Due to the Basic Education Act reform 2010, the official statistics related to special 

education were revised: the gathering of the number of students by disability or learning 

difficulty were discontinued. From 2011 onwards the official statistics reports only the number 

of students at the Tier 2 and Tier 3 level and the place of Tier 3 level, but no information about 

the reasons for those supports were collected nationwide. Based on the latest available statistics 

from 2010, the largest disability group (Finnish definition is ‘a ground for decision’) was 

students with dysphasia (known also as SLI specific language impairment). However, the 

unspecified group (‘other reason’) was even larger.  

Table 3. Comprehensive school students transferred to full-time special education by 

grounds for decision 2010 (Source OSF 2010). 

 
TOTAL 

Severely delayed development 2 749 

– of whom most severely handicapped 1 355 

Slightly delayed development 7 542 

Cerebral dysfunction, physical disability or similar 7 344 

Emotional disturbance or social maladjustment 5 894 

Learning difficulties related to autism or the Asperger's syndrome 1 382 

Learning difficulties caused by impaired linguistic development (dysphasia) 9 873 

Visual impairment 252 
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Hearing impairment 420 

Other reason 11 254 

Total   46 710 

Share of students in comprehensive school, % 8,5 

Using the official statistics, it is, however, possible to follow the development of the 

change of learning environments of students at the Tier 3 level. The decrease of special school 

provision has been consistent. At the same time the number of Tier 3 level students in general 

school has increased. It is noteworthy, that the effect of the funding reform launched 2010 

together with the reform to tiered system can be seen in drop of Tier 3 level students in general 

education school in years 2010-2015. Previously the funding (government transfer system) 

offered higher funding for Tier 3 students but after reform the formula was based on number of 

compulsory school aged students (census-based funding) (see Pulkkinen & Jahnukainen 2016).  

A large-scale national study showed that that the funding reform clearly incentivised 

municipalities to decrease identification rates for students in special education and to diminish 

special education provision (Pulkkinen et al. 2020). In the longer run the number of Tier 3 

students in general education schools has again started to grow (Fig 1). 
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Fig. 1 The number of full time special education students (1995-2010) / Tier 3 level students 

(2011-2019) by placement options to special or general education schools (Source: OSF 2019) 

Public Discussion in Finland 

The discussion about the direction of handling ‘challenging students’ in Finnish 

compulsory school has been under constant debate since the launch of Learning and Schooling 

support schema. In the front line have been teacher’s voices as well as opinions from the Finnish 

Teacher’s Union. Teacher representatives have been complaining about how the new tiered 

system and ‘forced change to inclusion’ has increased the number of students in their classrooms 

and those who are not getting enough additional supports. The Finnish Broadcasting Company 

(YLE) has also been active to feed these kinds of critical point of views using parents’ 

experiences of unsuccessful inclusion/integration (e.g. YLE 2018b).  At the same time some 

parents might need to fight for possibilities for their child with disabilities to be able participate 

in an inclusive classroom (YLE 2018a). National research tells us that there are huge differences 

between municipalities in terms of how the tiered system is implemented (e.g., Pulkkinen & 

Jahnukainen 2016). Some municipalities have taken rather progressive steps in placing all 

students in general education and others have decided to decrease the Tier 3 decisions and 

replace those with not so demanding Tier 2 decisions (Pulkkinen & Jahnukainen 2016). This 

confusing situation was borne, because there are no detailed national guidelines in terms of 

organizing the support; the implementation is left for municipalities to be decided. Therefore, in 

the current Government Program (2019) it has been stated that the legislation and procedures 

related to inclusive education should be clarified. The Prime minister’s office and Ministry of 

Education and Culture has now launched a ‘Right to Learn’ –development program (2020-2022), 

which is aiming to create a new road map for organizing special education. Interestingly, it 
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seems that organizing inclusive and special education is going to be one key topic in the field of 

education policy for the municipal election during the Spring 2021: the leading newspaper in 

Finland published in February 2021 a rather constructive editorial stating that ‘ there will be 

solutions for the challenge of inclusion’ (Helsingin Sanomat 2021b). This was a comment for the 

campaign start of the Centre Party of Finland demanding ‘critical examination of the teaching 

special students in same groups with the other students’ (Helsingin Sanomat 2021a). 

Concluding Remarks 

 “Despite our best intentions, even well-designed policies can be poorly implemented, 

constrained by financial resources and the availability of professional competence, and 

inevitably interpreted in ways that reflect the historical and cultural experiences of specific 

communities.” (Eisenman & Ferretti, 2010, p. 264) 

The education of students with some kind of additional needs (referred to as disabilities, 

difficulties, impairments, exceptionalities etc.) is a highly important topic in education policy 

globally. Although there might seem to be shared commitment between different countries and 

school systems at the ideological level, the local social-political context as well as the historical 

development will often play a major part in the final decision-making and in particular 

implementation of certain policies.  

In this chapter, we have described the current situation in regards to strategies to organize 

education for students with special educational needs in the province of Newfoundland and 

Labrador and in the country of Finland. The rationale for this comparison is that both 

jurisdictions have high general standards of living and long-lasting commitment to develop the 

public education system. Our intention has not been to evaluate the policies, rather to investigate 

the direction in education policies and implementations. 
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We can summarize that in a broader picture the long-standing development has been 

relatively similar in both jurisdictions: the direction has been from mainly segregative services 

towards teaching every student in a general classroom. Although the commitment of NL seems 

to be stronger to implement inclusive environments, it seems that in both school systems there 

exists both inclusive as well specialized placement option at least for some students. Another 

similarity is that in both systems a tiered support model has been taken in use: in Finland a rather 

unique model of Learning and Schooling support and in NL - like in other Canadian jurisdictions 

- a version of the response to intervention adopted based on US examples. 

The most evident difference seems to be in current ways of defining and categorizing 

special educational needs. Finland has abandoned the use of any disability category since 2011; 

the decisions to offer support in any of the tiers of Finnish Learning and schooling support 

system, is based on pedagogical grounds and those decisions are not directly linked to any 

medical or psychological diagnosis. In NL model the 14 exceptionalities (including giftedness) 

are based on medical diagnosis. However, based on the older definitions used in Finland, it can 

be assumed, that in the end rather similar kinds of students are still served in both school 

systems, although it might be that the used vocabulary is based on different traditions.  

The total population served in special education programs has been growing in many 

countries during last decades (e.g. Richardson & Powell. 2011). This seems to be case in NL as 

well as in Finland. The share of students with exceptionalities in NL is relatively high compared 

to many other countries or jurisdictions, but it might be explained by demographics and, may be 

part of the impetus for moving towards a response to intervention model, whereby students 

receive an intervention prior to formal identification. The special education statistics in Finland 

is challenging to compare to any other school systems, because the statistics are based on K-9 
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compulsory system rather than K-12 in many other countries (e.g., Graham & Jahnukainen, 

2011). If counting only students at the Tier 3 level, the share of students with significant special 

needs is 8.5 per cent (school year 2018-2019). However, if taken into account also the students at 

Tier 2 level, the total share is around 20 per cent, and thus closer the numbers from NL. 

It is interesting that considering both school systems, the public discussion has been 

relatively vivid. The debate about the rights of students with special needs and the teachers’ 

complaining about the increasing workload seem to be rather universal topics. There seems to be 

some shared issues to be solved. 
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