
 1 

 
Questionnaire for the international scale study 

Making schools responsible for students with special needs 
 
Christian Treweller and Irene Moser 
Pädagogische Hochschule Salzburg 
Akademiestraße 23 
5020 Salzburg 
 
 
1.) Which are the governing bodies for regular schools (school director, 
school board and municipality) and what roles and responsibilities do they 
have?  

The construction and maintenance of schools belongs principally to the 
competence of the municipalities and, in some cases, of the provinces. Staff 
resources are deployed by the federal government, and are administered by the 
provincial governments. 

Austria has different types of schools: The Grammar Schools (for pupils from 10-
18) are mostly financed by the federal government and sometimes by the 
provinces. The primary schools (6-10) and modern secondary schools (10-14) 
are financed by the municipalities.  

Special Needs Support in Schools of General Education / Inclusion 

Inclusive education for pupils with special educational needs is currently legally 
regulated in primary, lower secondary school, and in the lower grades of schools 
in general secondary education. Mainstream schools are obliged to take 
organizational and didactical measures to meet the special needs of these 
children at school. 

This obligation of schools is followed up by the inspectorate. There are 
inspections eg. in the federal country (province) of Salzburg. This is very similar 
to OFSTED inspections. A team of inspectors visit the school for a few days and 
give feedback by a report and in a conference. This report is not published and 
parents are not informed about the inspections in the schools. After this 
inspection the head master of the school is obliged to enhance the work in the 
school in a certain period of time. The Teacher Colleges (Pädagogische 
Hochschulen) support the teachers via seminars and school development 
moderation. 

Three models of joint education are applied:  

Inclusive classes: Pupils with and without special educational needs are 
instructed in all, or almost all lessons by a team of teachers. (mainly two 
teachers)  

Classes with support teachers: Mainstream classes where one or two pupils with 
SEN receive extra support by a special school teacher for a few hours per week 
(depending on their disability).  
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Co-operation classes: Primary, lower secondary and pre-vocational school classes 
are generally separated from special school classes in terms of organization. The 
teachers involved agree upon a plan according to which pupils are instructed 
together, either some of the time, or all the time. This means that classes in 
special schools co-operate with classes in primary or secondary schools. The 
students in the special schools are administrated by the special schools and the 
mainstream schools students are administrated by the primary or secondary 
schools-even if they work together all the time.  

The head master of each regular school is responsible for the quality of teaching 
instruction, e.g. by inspecting lessons of teachers, supporting team settings, 
maintaining school development. S/he is obliged to send a yearly report to the 
school board, concerning the qualitative standards for children with special 
educational needs. Source: Circular letter of the Ministry for Education, 
2008: http://www.cisonline.at/index.php?id=319 (German only) 

In Austria, students with SEN do not need to meet the standards for regular 
students, which are going to be tested on a national level at the end of the 4th 
and 8th school year. The local board and the schools are obliged to meet 
organizational and instructional standards. Source: Circular letter 2008:  
http://www.cisonline.at/index.php?id=320 

The District School Board 

According to Article 8 (1) of the Compulsory Education Act, the district school 
board must issue a SEN statement for a child provided that due to physical or 
psychological disabilities this child is not capable of following instruction in 
primary or lower secondary school or in pre-vocational school without receiving 
special educational support, but is nevertheless capable of attending school.  

The statement is needed for obtaining additional funding. Many experts are not 
satisfied with this regulation. It costs a lot of time and money to assess children 
with learning deficits and the assessment criteria are not objective and valid 
enough.  

To obtain money, the report must be very deficit oriented and does not include a 
support plan or development plan for the child. Additionally it is not allowed for 
teachers to read the report unless the parents agree upon. Experts are convinced 
that the time should be used for assessment for learning. (see assessment report 
of Austria – Agency project)  

 

The Special Education Centers issue opinions which form the basis for decision-
making by the District School Board on whether a child presents special 
educational needs. With opinion we refer to a report describing the conclusions of 
an assesment in order to decide on eligibility for special needs funding. In 
addition, expert opinions can be used which have been issued by public health 
officers or school psychologists, or persons who hitherto have cared for the child 
in education or therapy.  

According to Article 27a of the School Organisation Act, Special Education 
Centres are special schools that have the task to provide and co-ordinate 
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measures of special education using other methods (Eg: an additional support 
teacher, additional rooms or therapies, street worker, additional material, 
equipment and barrier free entrance and stairs ….) to ensure that children with 
special educational needs can also be educated in the best possible way at 
mainstream schools. 

What does other methods mean?  

The Co-ordinative Tasks of Special Education Centres 

Special Education Centers have the task of providing and coordinating all 
measures of special needs education to ensure through inclusive education that 
children with special educational needs can be educated at mainstream schools 
in the best possible way. These tasks include: 

- The issuing of expert opinions to identify special educational needs (special 
needs opinion)  

- Co-operation with regional schools of compulsory education, other Special 
Education Centers, school authorities, the district school inspector, the special 
school inspector, regional non-school institutions etc. 

- Support of inclusive education through educational and organizational 
counseling, assistance for the setup of teacher teams 

- Information for parents, public relations, exchange of experience and further 
training 

- Administration  

http://www.cisonline.at/index.php?id=37&L=de (German) and 

http://www.cisonline.at/index.php?id=37&L=1 (English) 

 

 

2.) Who provides special needs funding and how is it forwarded to / 
divided over schools? 

The federal government provides the provinces with funding for additional staff 
resources for special needs education (for 2.7 percent of all pupils aged between 
6 and 15). The municipalities are responsible for additional equipment required 
for children and adolescents with special educational needs. Special measures, 
such as therapeutic support and devices, are funded by the provinces on the 
basis of the Provincial Disability Acts.  

The school boards of the districts decide how many teachers/ lessons are 
deployed to the regular schools. This depends on the number of children with 
SEN in the region, the regional prerequisites (e.g. one child with SEN in a school 
which is far away from other schools might get more resources to maintain in an 
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inclusive setting, very small classes in the country side might get less resources) 
and on the disabilities of each child. The local inspectors of the school boards, 
the head masters of the resource centers and the head masters of the local 
schools try to find the best possible support for the students with SEN in the 
school districts. The local practice is differing in the Federal Provinces.    

3.) Is the local school responsible for students with special needs? Is this 
prescribed in law or community regulations?  
 
The local school is responsible for the quality of teaching instruction in 
cooperation with the special needs centres (as written above). §9 SchOG (School 
organisation act § 9: tasks of primary schools) 
Teachers are obliged to write individual support or educational plans for each 
child with SEN. These plans have to be controlled by the head masters of regular 
schools or head masters of the special centres. The student is administrated by 
the local school.   
 
4.) Which roles and rights do parents have concerning the choice of school 
for their child? Do parents have access to court for appeal?  

Parents can choose by law if they want to send their child to a special or 
mainstream setting. They do not have the right to choose the school, if the child 
has SEN. It is the local school board’s responsibility to find a (mainstream) 
school, which can meet the needs of the child. If parents are not satisfied with 
the quality of schooling or placement or do not accept the decision by the local 
school board, they can appeal at the federal school board.  

5.) How are responsibility issues dealt with in case of referral of a student 
with special needs to other (special) schools in or outside the catchment 
area?  
If a child with SEN in a regular school (supported by a peripatetic teacher) does 
not meet the goals of the curriculum, or has severe troubles to work in bigger 
groups/classes due to behavioural problems, several options are offered: 
 
Support by a school psychologist, by a speech therapist or by a teacher for 
children with emotional and behavioural disorders and in some schools by a 
street worker. In some Federal Provinces, the school board offers additional “one 
to one” support by a trained person for children with EBD. (S/he must not 
necessarily be a teacher) The repetition of a school year might also be an option 
for this pupil. There are also extra support courses offered to children for several 
months, who do not meet the goals of the curriculum. 
For children with severe disabilities, extra support is offered by school assistance 
(trained persons for children with SD) and advice by special schools centres for 
children with severe disabilities or learning problems.  
If the need of the child cannot be met in a regular class, the school board (local 
inspector) with support by the special centre is responsible to refer a child to a 
special school setting. The parents have to agree upon this decision.  
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Problems for teachers and schools, why they cannot meet the demands 
of children with SEN 
 
The reasons for dissatisfying inclusions are manifold. Some of them shall be 
described as followed. 
The amount of lessons for team teaching or for extra support in the class room is 
often very limited. In classes with support teachers, extra support is given in 
general for three or four lessons a week for children with learning disabilities. In 
inclusive classes, there is often a “melting pot” of students with migrant 
background, behavioural problems and children with SEN (up to eight children 
with SEN in a class up to 25 children). Sometimes there are not enough trained 
teachers to cope with situations like this or the system is collapsing by too many 
difficulties.  
Additionally, there is still a tendency to hand over responsibilities to experts, if 
children do not fit into the system. The paradigm shift from a deficit oriented 
view to a resource oriented is on its way, but not state of the art in all schools 
and for all teachers. The attitude that the system has to cope with the children’s 
abilities or disorders has to be developed.  
As you have written in the project outline, there is also in Austrian regular 
schools a lack of awareness that children with SEN are their responsibility. As 
long as there are institutions where children can be excluded, teachers are often 
convinced that these institutions offer the best possible provision. (Although 
investigations show other results)  
 
There are few measures to hinder teachers in handing over responsibility. 
The local inspector can e.g. refuse a SEN statement. Then the schools are 
forced to solve the problems without additional resources. The inspections 
and school development initiatives might be also an instrument to push 
the abilities of organisations and teacher to cope with “their” pupils.  
According to the UN convention, the Ministry feels some pressure to raise 
the inclusion rates and this has some impact on the federal counties. 
Actually in Salzburg, there is an initiative called “Masterplan”. All 
representatives (stake holders) of different schools meet in working 
groups to think about how to enhance the inclusion rate on a qualitative 
and quantitative level. We’ll see if this has any impact on the pedagogical 
and organizational development towards more inclusion.  
 
6.) Are teacher training and support regarded as prerequisites for making 
teachers responsible? If this applies: what training and support are made 
available?  
In Austria the teacher’s attitude is often the same. They do not feel 
prepared and not enough trained to work with SEN children. In primary 
and secondary schools, teachers have to include children with SEN in 
their classes, and teach them according to the individual curriculum. They 
cannot refuse if the head master arranges an inclusive class.  In practice, 
the headmaster tries to find teachers who work voluntarily and like to 
teach in teams. This is not always the case, especially in secondary 
schools. The more students with SEN are included in one school, the more 
problems are to find good teams.  
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Starting in October 2007, the training of teachers for compulsory schools of 
general education and occupational schools is to be provided at teacher training 
colleges. Study programmes for teachers at primary, lower secondary, pre-
vocational and special schools, and vocational schools provide scholarly well-
founded and job and practice-oriented training.  

In the framework of initial and in-service training, teachers can gain additional 
qualifications and attend subject and topic-specific courses to gain more insight 
into an area of specialty.  

Teachers are obliged to enroll in courses 15 lessons a year. Normally they choose 
seminars from a course book which is offered by the teacher training colleges 
and paid by the state. (schools do not need to pay for the further training of their 
teachers) The teacher is also allowed to visit  courses offered by other 
institutions, if these courses meet the pedagogical criteria. The Training College 
also offers long term training, starting from 6 to 60 EC. Eg. there is a further 
training offered by a lot of Colleges called “Inclusion” or “Heterogeneity” with an 
amount of round about 20 ECTS. Attached you will find the curriculum we offer.  

Moreover, teacher training colleges have the task of pursuing occupational and 
application-oriented research. 

Apart from research and training, teacher training colleges also have the 
opportunity to co-operate with other institutions of research and education, such 
as universities and universities of applied sciences at home or abroad in order to 
create the appropriate curricula and courses to provide the best possible offer for 
students.  

Source: 

http://www.bmukk.gv.at/schulen/bw/bbs/ba_kindergartenpaedagogik.xml 

Teacher Training and In-service Training of Compulsory School Teachers 

The six-semester university study courses comprise a workload of 180 ECTS; 
students graduate as teachers for one of the four types of compulsory schools in 
the area of general education (primary school, lower secondary school, special 
school, and pre-vocational school). Students graduate with the degree ‘Bachelor 
of Education’.  

Since 2001, teachers have been required to accomplish further training of 15 
lessons per year. Courses can be provided by the teacher training colleges, in-
school, regionally or supra regionally. Teachers can attend further training free of 
charge. It is funded by the federal government and the provinces. 

Initial and Further Training of Special School Teachers 

a) Training at teacher training colleges to obtain the special school teacher 
qualification: the studies for special school teachers comprise the field of special 
education with the focus on inclusive education. Apart from courses dealing with 
aspects of human sciences, didactics, school-related and complementary studies, 
modular courses with a focus on disabilities are provided. 
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b) Training programmes provided across provinces for teachers are in-service 
programmes to convey methodical and special educational competences (for 
example, for children with hearing disabilities or deaf children, children with 
physical, visual or behavioural disabilities).  

During further training, the teacher training colleges provide regional and supra- 
regional seminars and courses with different disability-related or topical focuses.  

In 2006 the Ministry of Education drafted a position paper on the training of 
special school teachers which can be downloaded in German and English 
from http://www.cisonline.at/index.php?id=36&L=1 (English) or  

http://www.cisonline.at/index.php?id=36&L=de (German) 

More information is available at: http://www.european-agency.org/country-
information/austria
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1.) Kevin  
  
If there is a boy like Kevin in our schools the parents, the teachers or 
headmaster of the regular school would ask for additional support. Without the 
statement SEN, support teachers for children with EBD called “Beratungslehrer”, 
work with the student, the teachers and parents and cooperate with other 
institutions like the youth welfare centre, police, associations who care for the 
children in the family and the school board.  
If the child acts aggressive against other students or to himself and there is too 
much danger for others or for the pupil himself, he can be suspended from 
school for a maximum of four weeks. (Schulunterrichtsgesetz / school act § 49)  
 
In the case of ADHD and ODD some therapeutical/medical centres offer help and 
diagnosis for children with EBD (emotional behavioural disorders) mainly for 
psychological and medical assessment. The child can stay in the centre for some 
weeks, is thought there by special trained teachers and diagnosed by a 
multidisciplinary team. If medication is needed, the child’s reaction is controlled 
daily. During these observation weeks, the teachers keep in touch with the 
regular school to continue the work plan for this pupil.  
 
Pupils with severe emotional and psychological problems and those who suffer 
from severs crises are treated in the psychiatric centre for children and 
adolescents by doctors and psychologists. In the morning, they attend classes 
which are affiliated to the hospital. (e.g.: 
http://salzburg.heilstaettenschule.at/index1.htm) 
 
If more support is needed in school, a statement “SEN” is unavoidable. According 
to the law, a physical or psychological disability is the pre-condition for such a 
statement. The centre for special needs education (headmaster or a teacher 
trained in assessment) is responsible to write an opinion from a pedagogical 
point of view. An additional report by other experts like school psychologists, 
medical doctors etc. can be asked for by the school or by parents. The parents 
have to agree to further diagnostic investigations.  
 
If this statement is given by the local school board, the boy will be supported by 
an extra teacher who is trained to work with children with EBD for some lessons 
a week. If this measure is not sufficient, in some Federal Counties one to one 
support is given to the child by a person employed by the county school board 
for a limited time in the regular setting.  
 
If the parents agree on the referral to a special school for children with EBD, the 
child is thought in small classes, often by two teachers with additional training. 
(Sozialpädagogische Schulen or Sondererziehungsschulen) The schools offer 
afternoon care, close cooperation with support institutions and medical centers in 
the region and close communication with parents, if possible. Additional 
therapies like hypo therapy or dogs in the class room are arranged by the school. 
The aim is to refer the child to the regular setting as soon as possible.  
 
2.) X 
 
In Austria, the parents have the right to choose the setting for their child. If the 
parents prefer an inclusive setting, a modern secondary school has to offer 
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additional help by a support teacher. The procedure for a SEN statement is the 
same as explained in Kevin’s case. (see page 2) 
 
In the cities, severe disabled children attend integrative classes, where other 
children with SEN are included as well in the same classroom with up to 25 
pupils. This guarantees the full time support by an extra teacher for all the 
lessons. Afternoon care depends on the demands of the parents in the 
community, but is often arranged by the community or the local school board. 
For x, the special teacher would work according to the syllabus of a special 
school for children with learning disabilities. The special teacher is obliged to 
write an individual support plan which is developed in cooperation with the main 
responsible class teacher and other subject teachers. The parents should be 
partners in planning the EDP. Although the goal is not to reach the curriculum for 
regular secondary schools, there is a big gap between the emotional and 
cognitive development of children without and with SEN. Social inclusion is not 
always so easy where adolescents hit puberty. Teaching in teams and the social 
education must be focused very strongly to avoid social exclusion for children like 
X.  
 
Physical therapies or occupational therapy must be organized by the parents 
themselves in the afternoon which is offered in hospitals or by private 
organizations. The health insurance pays most of the costs and parents get 
additional family allowance monthly by the state.  
 
The situation on the country side is even a bit more difficult. Inclusive classes 
and afternoon care are not always available due to fewer children with SEN in the 
villages. Mothers still tend to work part time or stay at home, to offer warm 
meals and care in the afternoon.   
 
Very often, parents choose a special school for their severe learning disabled 
child when s/he enters the secondary phase. X would probably attend a small 
class where trained teachers with additional staff care for and teach children and 
adolescents. After noon care is offered obligatory. The schools are very often well 
equipped with living rooms to train practical skills, snoozelen rooms, swimming 
pools and other therapeutic provision.  
 
As you can imagine, this full provision is very helpful for full time working 
parents. Statistics show, that the divorce rate of parents with severe disabled 
children is higher compared to families without such difficulties. Single mothers 
often have to cope with difficult financial situations.  
 
As described at point 5, modern secondary schools cannot always meet the 
demands of the children with severe learning problems.  
 
 
  
 
 
 
  
 


