
 

 
 

          
  

        

       
 

         

 
 

  

2. The contexts of special education professions 

Wieland Wermke, Inken Beck and Heidi Wimmer 

A comparative perspective can help to elicit and enhance the understanding of 
country-specific particularities and also help us gain a more nuanced picture 
of special educators (SEs) from an international perspective. Working with 
SEs from different countries challenged our thinking and understanding of 
SEs’ work in general. However, perhaps even more importantly, it helped us 
to challenge country-specific ideas concerning SEs’ work. In this chapter, we 
journeyed through the contemporary situations and history of special educa­
tion organisations and professions in Germany and Sweden. Differences we 
can see in the dynamics of SEs in our studies build on historical contingencies; 
in other words, professions and organisations can change over time and differ 
across spaces. As with all practices in the social world, we assume that special 
education professions are contingent (Wermke et al., 2020), meaning that there 
are differing perspectives on the phenomenon and its implementation, which 
cannot be easily categorised as right or wrong. A common-sense definition is 
that something could have happened or been realised differently (Luhmann, 
2002). However, contingency means not simply infinite possibilities but a 
specified infinity in which something is neither necessary nor impossible but 
is a natural alternative (Makropoulos, 2004). Consequently, contingency is 
about understanding available alternatives, facilitating understanding of the 
complex possibility structures and the fluid construction of this reasoning 
(Kauko & Wermke, 2018). 

Simply put, such a ‘contingency’ perspective, put forward by a comparative 
approach, might help us detach the issue of special education from ideological 
and normative overload. The ambition or philosophical inclination towards 
fairness and equity for all children is not open to any doubt. However, the 
path to a school that can handle its clients’ varying individual conditions 
might differ depending on whom you ask and where. Knowledge about the 
nation, municipality, school, or profession-specific ambitions and beliefs 
increases the understanding of all special education dilemmas (Wermke 
et al., 2020). This is the vantage point of Chapter 2. 

This chapter is structured as follows. First, we present an overview of the 
contemporary situation of special education and SEs in Germany and Sweden. 
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This is the baseline for the reader and his/her comparative interest. It is also 
central for the reader to have a basic understanding of the contemporary 
situation of both groups. Then, we contextualise the country-specific SEs 
into their respective school systems and historical emergence. In the second 
part, we present the school systems in both countries concerning their most 
significant historical traditions. Already here, we build on a historical per
spective to explain nation-specific particularities in our analyses. The most 
extensive part of this chapter is the third section. Here, we make an extensive 
journey through both countries’ special education history. The explanation 
for the  length  of  this  analysis  has  two elements.  The  first is,  indeed,  to present 
an understanding of the contingency of special education professions and 
organisations. However, another is to present in this book an overview of 
the history of the special education system in both countries to interested 
international readers. In particular, this third section builds on an extensive 
literature review, conducted in the master’s thesis by Inken Beck. The section,  
which  presents  a  contemporary  perspective  on the  Swedish  and  German  
school systems, builds heavily on the earlier work of Wermke (published 
in Wermke 2013; Wermke & Forsberg, 2017; Wermke & Paulsrud, 2019;  
Wermke & Salokangas, 2021). 

­

A contemporary perspective on special educators in
Germany and Sweden 
Special educators in Germany 
Germany presents an ability-tracked school with an extensive system of special 
schools for various special educational needs. Up to eight different types of 
special schools are connected to disability categorisations, and over 4% of the 
students attend special schools (Barow & Östlund, 2020). Moreover, special 
schools have a strong position secured by a historically very strong special 
educator (SE) profession. The German education profession has undergone 
significant changes during its development. We will discuss this in detail in 
the historical section, but it is important to understand some legal prereq­
uisites that are valid today for German professions’ working and academic 
training conditions. Significant changes concerning special education were 
initiated in the 1990s, among other things, through a decision made by the 
Standing Conference of the Ministers of Education and Cultural Affairs of 
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the Länder in the Federal Republic of Germany in 1994, which formally 
ended compulsory schooling in special schools for pupils with disabilities 
by shifting the perspective from the need for special schooling to the need 
for special educational support, simultaneously stating that the fulfilment of 
such needs does not necessarily require a special school. However, they can 
also be provided at general schools (Standing Conference of the Ministers 
of Education and Cultural Affairs of the Länder in the Federal Republic of 
Germany, 1994, p. 2). 

This development, paired with the fact that due to the federal system of 
Germany, every sixteen federal states of Germany are responsible for the 
education system within their borders, makes it difficult to draw general 
assertions about the education of special needs educators in Germany as a 
whole. The differences between the federal states can be big, and German-
wide recommendations about the further development of education for 
special needs educators become hardly possible, even for the official organ 
in charge of it, the Standing Conference of the Ministers of Education and 
Cultural Affairs of the Länder in the Federal Republic of Germany (Grosche & 
Lindmeier, 2020; Wittrock, 2002). However, compared with the Swedish SE 
profession, we argue that the differences within the German system are much 
smaller than those in our comparative case, Sweden. 

The most important aspect of understanding German special education 
is its building of medical categories and strong bureaucratic structures. 
Identifying special educational needs in the seven different areas of support 
in Germany is generally based on the KMK’s recommendations for the 
individual areas. The design of the identification process, the involvement 
of parents and children themselves, as well as the actual decisions on the 
area of support, the place of support (inclusive, general school vs. exclusive 
special school) and the procedures used are subject to the legal regulations 
of the individual federal states (Gasterstädt et al., 2021). As in many other 
countries, the category definition and the support needed relate to the WHO 
classification of diseases and disabilities and the DSM 5, the diagnostic and 
statistical manual of mental disorders. This detailed description below is 
important to understand potential shifts in the population of students with 
individual education plans (IEP) attending inclusive learning environments. 

In the IEP category of blindness and visual impairment, students are 
supported who, due to blindness, visual impairment, cerebral-based visual 
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impairments, or severe visual perceptual disorders, cannot adequately develop 
in school without this support, even with the use of assistive devices. In the 
IEP category of Deafness and hard of hearing, DH students are supported if, 
due to deafness, hearing impairment, or auditory perception and processing 
disorders, they cannot adequately develop in school without this support, even 
with assistive devices. In the IEP category of Physical and Motor Disorders, 
students are supported if, due to significant physical impairments, they 
cannot adequately develop their abilities and talents in school without this 
support, even with the use of assistive devices. Finally, in the IEP category 
of Developmental language disorder, DLD, we find students who, due to 
significant language impairments, cannot adequately develop their abilities 
and talents in school without this support. Developmental language disorder 
(DLD) is a communication disorder that interferes with learning, under­
standing, and using language. These language difficulties are not explained 
by other conditions, such as hearing loss or autism, or by extenuating cir­
cumstances, such as lack of exposure to language. In the IEP category of 
Learning disabilities, LD students are supported if, due to significant and 
long-lasting cognitive limitations, they need to be taught and evaluated 
at a level appropriate for them to develop their learning and performance 
capabilities. Learning disabilities are due to genetic and neurobiological 
factors that alter brain functioning, affecting one or more learning-related 
cognitive processes. These processing problems can interfere with learn­
ing basic reading, writing, and math skills. They can also interfere with 
higher-level skills such as organisation, time planning, abstract reasoning, 
long or short-term memory, and attention. In the category, Intellectual dis­
abilities, ID students with profound and enduring impairments in all areas 
of development are supported and provided with appropriate assistance. In 
the category Emotional and Social Disorders (ESD) students are supported 
if, due to significant and long-lasting impairments in emotional and social 
development and their experiences and behaviours, they cannot adequately 
or sufficiently find support in a regular school setting without this specialised 
assistance. Internationally, this category relates to social, emotional, and 
mental health difficulties (SEMH). Children and young people with SEMH 
struggle to manage their emotions and behaviour and often show inappro­
priate responses and feelings to situations. The specific category also entails 
curriculum specifications and assessment/academic evaluation. For children 
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with Blindness, DH, Physical and Motor Disorders, DLD, and – importantly 
for us – Emotional and Social Disorders, the general curriculum and the 
regulations of the attended regular schools generally apply. The regulations 
of the attended regular school also apply for promotion to the next grade 
or repetition. The provisions applicable to the attended school are used for 
academic assessment, promotion to the next grade, and the attainment of 
final degrees. 

Regarding the education of SEs, we can make some general statements. 
Currently, the education of SEs in Germany contains no less than 240 credit 
points. Concerning the content, the education contains special educational 
basic subjects and, with variation between different federal states, usually 
two special education specialisations (sonderpädagogische Fachrichtungen), 
which follow the categorisation presented above. These two components 
cover the main part of education, but educational science and at least one 
teaching subject are also allocated to the education of SEs. The academic 
training finishes with a state examination, and the special needs educators 
are formally qualified for all special education specialisations and can carry 
out assessments to diagnose special educational needs. In practice, special 
needs educators can thus also work in special educational specialisations that 
were not part of their education, and many special needs educators are also 
teaching or accompanying teachers in subjects which were not part of their 
education (Grosche & Lindmeier, 2020; Wittrock, 2002, p. 65). 

Compared to other teacher educations in Germany, the professional and 
academic training of SEs and other teacher educations are mostly separated. 
They are organised in separate study programmes, and the students from 
the different programmes have very little interaction in the form of shared 
courses. This form of relation between different teacher educations is a 
so-called discrete model of cooperation. Criticisms of the discrete model 
are the little interaction between different teacher students, which can lead 
to a lack of knowledge about each other in the different groups and a lack 
of appreciation of each other’s work in later practice (Grosche & Lindmeier, 
2020; Junge, 2020). Other forms of cooperation between different teacher 
educations are the so-called integrated and merged models. At individual 
universities and in the federal state of Berlin, teacher education courses are 
organised according to the integrated model. Here, the interaction between 
students of special education and students of other types of teacher education 
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is increased, where many courses are taken together by students in the edu­
cation of special needs educators and other teacher programmes. The special 
education and general school education departments are integrated into each 
other while retaining different study programmes. Nevertheless, regarding 
Germany as a whole, such models are the exception (Grosche & Lindmeier, 
2020; Lütje-Klose, 2018; Junge, 2020). 

The role of SEs and their activity in the practical field of the school have been 
described as broad and heterogenic (Stein, 2005). According to the German 
National Report on Education (Autorengruppe Bildungsberichterstattung, 
2014), the majority of special needs educators in Germany work at special 
schools. Nevertheless, about one-third of all educators working at a special 
school have not completed an education that qualifies them to be a SE. 
Special needs educators who do not work at special schools mainly work at 
other general schools, whereof two-thirds work at primary schools and about 
one-sixth at integrated, comprehensive schools. In addition to the different 
places of work, special needs educators can also be found in various positions. 

SEs work in special schools as subject teachers and class teachers and in 
regular schools as cooperating teachers and teachers with special educational 
qualifications. They can also work as SEs for special educational services or 
for mobile special educational services, whereby the special needs educators 
do not work stationarily at one school but are active at different, mostly gen
eral education schools. In addition, special needs educators work at special 
education competence centres or as external advisory teachers. At general 
schools, the additional tasks of special needs educators, alongside teaching, 
range from consultation and support of other teachers and staff without spe
cial educational qualifications, to participation and involvement in diagnostic  
procedures and  school improvement, and  the  organisation of  inclusive  learn
ing  and  teaching  processes  (Autorengruppe  Bildungsberichterstattung,  2014). 

­

­

­

Special educators in Sweden 
In Sweden, approximately 1% of all students attend special schools for pupils 
with intellectual disabilities (anpassad skola), and another 1% receive support 
in special classes (särskild undervisningsgrupp). A very small number of stu­
dents attend state-run schools for children who are blind, deaf or have severe 
speech impairments (specialskola). According to the Swedish Education Act, 
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special education support should be provided in regular schools (Barow & 
Östlund, 2020). Consequently, most Swedish SEs work in general schools. 

According to the 2010 Education Act, schools in Sweden must employ 
appropriate staff with expertise to support the special needs of pupils. 
Working together in an interprofessional team should improve the quality 
of decision-making and problem-solving and provide the necessary support 
more proactively (Sansour & Bernhard, 2018). Accordingly, a school health 
team must combine several professions in the Swedish context, from prin­
cipals, psychologists, SEs and teachers, to school doctors and nurses, and 
social workers. However, the law does not prescribe which professional group 
should take on special educational measures. 

SEs in Sweden are not identical to SEs in Germany. This becomes clear 
when looking at their education. Currently, there are two educational pro-
grammes for special needs educators in Sweden. One for special education 
teachers (‘speciallärare’) and another one for special education pedagogues 
(‘specialpedagoger’). Accordingly, there are also two occupational groups, 
which are summarised in this volume as SEs in Sweden. This bipartition 
of SEs and their formation will also be explained later from a historical 
perspective. In their present form, the two educations for special education 
teachers and special education pedagogues are, to a certain extent, very sim­
ilar to each other. Both are postgraduate programmes, which means that an 
already completed degree as a preschool or general teacher is a prerequisite 
to joining the education programme. Additionally, there is a further admis­
sion criterion of at least three years of teaching experience. Both education 
programmes are three semesters long, or 90 credit points, and located at 
universities authorised by the government to award the degrees in question 
(Göransson et al., 2015; Göransson et al., 2016; von Ahlefeld Nisser, 2014). 

Regarding their study subjects, the two education programmes share most 
of their educational goals. Nevertheless, differences can also be identified. 
While the education of special education teachers places a stronger emphasis 
on individual-centred learning goals, which enables the teachers to work 
with their pupils, the education of special education pedagogues is more 
geared towards the organisation of learning environments and schooling, 
which enables the SEs to work for the pupils in their school (Göransson et al., 
2015; von Ahlefeld Nisser, 2014). Different specialisations are offered in the 
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training of this occupational group to prepare special education teachers 
for working with individual pupils. Since the re-introduction of the special 
education teacher  education in  2007, the  two specialisations  in  mathemati
cal development (‘matematikutveckling’) and language, writing, and read
ing development (‘språk-, skriv- och läsutveckling’) have been part of the 
education programme. In addition, since  2012, four more  specialisations  
have also been established. These are the specialisations in severe language 
disorder (‘grav språkstörning’), hearing impairment or deafness (‘dövhet  
eller hörselskada’), visual impairment (‘synskada’), and intellectual disability 
(‘intellektuell funktionsnedsättning’). Currently, it is therefore possible to 
choose from six specialisations within special education teacher education. 
Each student  must  choose one specialisation  (von Ahlefeld Nisser, 2014). After  
graduation  from  their  programmes,  both  groups  of  special  needs  educators  
can work  at compulsory  schools for every  age  group  (Grundskola), and  upper 
secondary schools (Gymnasium), in addition to adapted schools for pupils 
with intellectual disability as well as within adult education and as part of 
teams centrally placed in Swedish municipalities. In addition, SEs can also 
work at preschools (Göransson, et al., 2015). 

­
­

Formally, it is assumed that special education teachers work with individual 
pupils. In practice, this often takes place in an individualised setting, such as 
practising with pupil(s) in a separate spatial and group configuration. Special 
education pedagogues are supposed to work more for the pupils rather than 
directly with the pupils, as their tasks tend to take place on an organisa­
tional level. They are moreover supposed to engage in school management, 
pupil health and welfare services, and special education need assessment 
(Göransson et al., 2015; Sansour & Bernhard, 2018; von Ahlefeld Nisser, 2014). 

Conclusion 
To summarise, special needs educators in Germany are understood as specific 
teachers and have little interaction with other teachers during their education, 
while in Sweden SEs consist of two different occupational groups: special 
education teachers and special education pedagogues. All SEs in Sweden, 
regardless of their occupational group, need to have several years of teaching 
experience to join an education programme for SEs. The two education pro-
grammes for SEs have many similarities, which could be seen as an indication 
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of their understanding each other. In comparison, the education of SEs in 
Germany is mostly separated from other teacher educations, which could 
be seen as a risk for lacking understanding between the groups. Such a sep
aration is impossible in the Swedish context, as the education is not parallel  
to other teacher educations but starts on the postgraduate level. Regarding  
their working place, SEs in Germany are mostly located in special schools, 
while their Swedish counterparts mostly work in comprehensive schools. The  
work tasks of SEs in Germany and Sweden encompass many different tasks, 
which makes it difficult to narrow down the exact remit of the group in both 
countries. However, in both countries, SEs’ work is mostly strongly connected  
to children with special educational needs in general and special schools. 

­

The German and Swedish school systems and their 
educators 
The tracked German school system and its conservative civil 
servants in meeting accountability reforms 
Traditionally, German educators have had a high civil servant status. Looking 
back, the systematisation of secondary schooling (Gymnasium) is evident from 
the beginning of the nineteenth century, particularly in Prussia, Germany’s 
largest and most influential state. Since then, the Gymnasium, and only the 
Gymnasium, was permitted to award pupils with secondary school diplomas 
(Abitur), which entitled pupils to continue their education at universities to 
prepare for higher civil service positions. Consequently, the Gymnasium was 
the school of the elites of the Prussian state. Education at secondary school 
was related to a so-called new humanistic idea of Bildung, which indicates 
the development of cultural and moral values as well as the knowledge of 
the individual. Subjects such as classical languages (i.e. Latin or Greek) and 
German, history, mathematics and geography were taught, and the knowl­
edge of these subjects was expected to empower pupils to participate and 
contribute positively to their communities and the nation-state more widely 
(Benner, 2009). 

Educators in this context, due to their higher civil servant status, have 
not been used to being overly controlled by the school inspectorate but 
were instead subordinated to the Prussian state administration. The state 
formulated the curriculum and certified teachers’ competencies through a 
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state examination (Benner, 2009). With the onset of the twentieth century, 
a second part of teacher education, with a didactics and practical focus led 
by expert teachers, became mandatory for secondary school teachers. The 
state also examined this section, which licensed teachers to fulfil their posi­
tions (Wermke & Salokangas, 2021). In particular, secondary schools were 
at this time autonomous organisations where the teachers exercised their 
judgement on taught content and methods and, more widely, on issues such 
as student recruitment and admissions (Tenorth, 1996). Interestingly, such 
autonomy has been described for special schools (Tenorth, 2010). The auton­
omous status described was also something that the primary school teachers 
(Volksschullehrer) strove towards (Lundgreen, 2011), and in the second half of 
the twentieth century, this was granted by the state. 

Consequently, the German education professions are, on the one hand, 
very close to the state and, on the other hand, licensed to execute schooling 
in a very autonomous manner. A considerable school-level decision-making 
capacity, combined with a high civil servant status, has become an important 
pillar the German educators up to this day. On the other hand, the histori­
cally emerged privileges are legitimated through educators earlier-described 
exhaustive and standardising training. Didactic reasoning and its exhaustive 
training function as an effective way to standardise and shape educator prac­
tice towards a particular form: Completing such a regulated and structured 
education has earned German educators the right to be licensed according 
to the state’s requirements. In such training, teachers incorporated standards, 
norms and competence. At the same time, such socialisation efforts have 
diminished the need for extensive monitoring in practice, which, in the long 
run, saved state costs (Hopmann, 2003). 

These professional educator structures (including the SEs) in Germany 
have stood the test of time, grounded as they are in the academic culture of 
various disciplines, with didactical lesson planning as complements. Neither 
the aftermaths of WWI and WWII nor the end of the National Socialist 
regime imposed significant changes on the governance of German educators 
(Tenorth, 2010a). Furthermore, there were no significant changes during the 
educational expansion of the 1970s (Terhart, 1998), nor after reunification and 
the incorporation of the East German comprehensive school system in 1990 
(Gehrmann, 2003). The stability of the German structures and the underlying 
traditions can be viewed in contrast to the ongoing reform history of the 
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Swedish case. The traditions constitute important aspects of the German 
educators of various types, which have secured their professional identity 
for a long time. 

As mentioned earlier, Germany has a federal structure. In the Federal  
Republic of Germany, education is a federal state (Bundesländer) matter, and 
regional differences are evident. However, since the Länder work together 
on educational issues and are obliged to harmonise their systems, the main 
structures, such as school governance and crucial traditions and trends, are 
quite similar (Tenorth, 2010). Furthermore, the division of the German school 
system into different school types with different kinds of teachers must be 
explained. The school system has separate paths for pupils performing at 
different levels. Depending on which Land they come from, children are 
instructed together at an elementary school (Grundschule) level up to the 4th 
or 6th grade. The pupils are assigned to different types of schools according to 
their academic performance, judged by elementary school teachers’ grading 
and recommendations, and including parental involvement. The central idea 
is that homogeneous groups form the best foundation for successful educa­
tion (Diederich & Tenorth, 1997). Tracking after academic performances is 
based on grading and teacher recommendation in the elementary school. 
Hence, teachers have significant responsibility in this system, as they play 
an extremely vital part in their students’ educational careers and future life 
chances. 

The state (as in the federal states) is traditionally responsible for formulating 
curricula and syllabi.1 From these frameworks, teachers develop the content 
of their instruction through didactical reasoning (Terhart, 2004). However, 
teachers’ and, indeed, SEs’ peers in their own schools, that is, colleagues and 

Over the past two decades, the private school sector in Germany has gained noticeable 
significance. The proportion of students attending independent schools rose from 
4.8% in the 1992/93 school year to 7.3% in 2006/07 (Statistisches Bundesamt, cited 
in Ullrich & Strunck 2009, p. 229), with further growth particularly evident at the 
upper secondary level (Bildung auf einen Blick 2024). Key reasons for this development 
include growing dissatisfaction with public schools – intensified by the PISA results 
since 2001 – an increasing diversification of educational profiles through reform-ori­
ented, and international schools, and the assumption of educational infrastructure 
functions in rural areas (Ullrich & Strunck 2009; Kühne & Kann 2012). While private 
schools are sometimes seen as competitors in urban areas, they often help secure basic 
educational provision in more remote regions. 
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the principal, monitor the colleagues’ work. In practice, this means that both 
instruction and assessment are not allowed to deviate too much from com­
mon practice, and significant deviations must be approved (Terhart, 2008). In 
instruction and assessment, teachers are accountable to the school principal 
or the superintendent (‘Schulrat’), who again is responsible for monitoring 
schools within a particular geographic area (Kuper, 2020; Terhart, 2008). The 
principal is the pedagogical leader of the staff, meaning that he or she is a 
head teacher and, ideally, an expert teacher with many years of classroom 
experience, though not always with administrative experience. This situation 
was expressed by the term ‘primus inter pares’, meaning that the principal is 
the first of his or her teachers but has the same status (Terhart, 2001). 

As described earlier, German educators have a peculiar relationship with 
the state. They are mostly tenured civil servants (‘Beamte’), employed by the 
state, and the state also regulates, examines and certifies teacher education. 
Consequently, the German state has a stronger grip over novice teachers and 
SEs, as the state assigns newly graduated teachers to individual schools. This 
means that state-employed educators (from principals to SEs) cannot move 
between schools as they like (Wermke & Proitz, 2021). The civil servant 
structure of the teaching profession can also be seen in the initial teacher 
and SE training, which involves a state examination. German educators 
must pass an exhaustive graduation examination conducted and assessed 
by the state (Terhart, 2004). The first part of this is a university-based, very 
subject-focused academic teacher training for five years, while the second 
part is a complementary practical and theoretical training based at the school 
lasting 1.5-years (the so-called Referendariat). This period is supervised by a 
professional mentor (Terhart, 2004). Pre-service educators experience this 
part of their training as exhausting due to a tremendous workload and seg­
mentation (Schubarth & Pohlenz, 2006). The assessment of teaching skills 
by the seminar heads involves a series of demonstration lessons (even valid 
for SEs). This, alongside the prevalence of didactic reasoning as a master plan 
for lesson planning, leads to a standardisation of teachers’ service (Wermke, 
2013). In conclusion, teacher and SE training in Germany is very demanding. 
It builds first on academic discipline knowledge in relation to school sub­
jects, but also to education and special education. This phase is followed by 
a standardising period of teaching and special education practice, a period 
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characterised by guided training and many examinations by mentors and 
appointed expert practitioners (Wermke & Salokangas, 2021). 

These very traditional structures have been affected by different reforms 
since 2000, mostly emphasising accountability (Thiel, 2019). The shock over 
the low rankings of German pupils in international large-scale studies of 
student performance such as PISA (‘PISA shock’) (Wermke & Salokangas, 
2021) generated national responses. Traditionally, the state governed the input 
of the school system through consistent distribution of resources and teacher 
education, thereby regulating the process of schooling. Today, there is a shift 
towards controlling output and less input. This means, on one the hand, 
the implementation of central curriculum tests and central examinations 
(Zentralabitur) in all German states, while on the other hand, schools have 
gained some more autonomy over certain areas. Principals can use some of 
their resources more freely and employ more teachers according to the school’s 
needs. Their responsibility over staff’s development have also increased, but 
administrative and scientific experts define appropriate knowledge standards, 
competencies, and how their achievement of the future educators can be 
measured (Thiel, 2019). Overall, the application of curriculum testing has 
become a crucial aspect of school governance. 

However, the German education system has not undergone a total par­
adigm shift (Thiel, 2019; Wermke & Proitz, 2021). Despite many changes, 
teachers still remain tenured civil servants. Although the kinds of reforms 
rolled out in Germany were also intended to promote the results of schools 
through competition, standardised testing results are not public. There is no 
market-regulated school system where schools would receive resources based 
on the number of pupils enrolled, as in Sweden. The reforms are vigorously 
debated, and it can be observed that a new public management ideology is 
not embraced by and does not work well for German civil service teachers 
(Wermke & Salokangas, 2021). 

The Swedish school system and its professions: Constant reform 
pressures in intensifying school markets 
Up until the comprehensive school reforms initiated in the 1950s, the Swedish 
education system shared some similarities with the German education system, 
as described below (Hartman, 2012; Montelius, Wermke & Montelius, 2022). 
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Secondary school teachers had higher socio-economic status and taught 
children of their own social class background, as these children were ‘en 
route’ to university education (Hartman, 2012). The latter group, primary 
school teachers, taught all children up to an elementary education level. 
Furthermore, secondary teachers were controlled and regulated by the state, 
while municipality institutions regulated primary school teachers, often 
the local church board (Telhaug, Mediås, & Aasen, 2006). Through increas­
ing systematisation by way of raising the standards of teacher education, 
the primary school teaching profession as an institution gained increasing 
strength, became politically active and was able to extend its institutional 
status (Persson, 2008). 

Through the close relations primary school teachers had with the social 
democratic movement and the dominance of the social democratic movement, 
the Swedish school became heavily influenced by politics and educational 
research. This means that in a system such as the social democratic governance 
regime, politicians, other policymakers and educational re-searchers worked 
together closely to govern the school (Rosengren & Öhngren, 1997). In this 
very politicised schooling project, educator unions had strong representation. 
They acted as corporate agents on the educational professions’ behalf, which 
explains why the 1990s reforms and the unions’ loss of political power had 
such a significant effect on educators’ status autonomy in the Swedish school 
(Montelius et al., 2022). 

Another historical feature of the Swedish system, which is tightly related 
to its politicisation, is the nature of school reform as a relentless ongoing 
project. Since the implementation of the comprehensive school (grundskola, 
finished in 1962), the government kept enrolling a stream of school pilot and 
research projects, requiring constant evaluation and observation. This phe­
nomenon has often been described by the term ‘rolling reform’ (Marklund, 
1989; Telhaug et al., 2006), an expression of the state’s continuing adjustment 
and development of the school system. It can be argued that the rolling 
reform has been the state’s attempt to shape the relations of teachers and 
the state. Therefore, change, or reaction to change, has become an essential 
part of the Swedish teaching profession over recent decades. Crucially, the 
rapid pace of reform over at least the last 30 years is likely to have gener­
ated feelings of insecurity and instability among teachers and other school 
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professions, in an environment where they are in a perpetual state of nov­
icehood (Wermke, 2013). 

Since the 1990s, the Swedish education system has gone through a series 
of decentralisation reforms, resulting in a heavily marketised system. Since 
then, to ‘fix’ some of the issues arising from the radical 1990s reforms, the 
pendulum has swung the system back towards a more centralised model. 
Swedish education policy in the 1990s can, according to Lundahl and col­
leagues (2011), be described as a process of two steps: first, decentralisation 
by handing the responsibility over school to the municipalities, and second, 
marketisation and the introduction of free school choice. These decentral­
isation reforms increased local autonomy and municipal responsibility for 
financial resources and the organisation of schools (Wermke & Salokangas, 
2021). For example, responsibility for employment and the salaries of any 
professional staff was transferred from central state government to the 
municipalities. This shift was followed by strong marketisation of the school 
system, including, for instance, the introduction of school vouchers, which 
expanded parents’ right to choose a school for their child and transformed 
the system. Technically, every pupil is given a voucher for their education, 
which finances the schools. This implies that school resources are depen­
dent on the number of pupils enrolled. Furthermore, independent school 
operators, friskolor, which are state-funded but privately managed (both by 
not-for-profit and for-profit organisations), were introduced to the system, 
further accelerating the marketisation of the Swedish education system 
(Wermke & Forsberg, 2017). 

In a school system where parents independently decide where to educate 
their child, the state can promote this freedom of choice by distributing a 
voucher to every pupil. Pupil movement from one school to another means 
a financial gain for one school and a loss for another; and decreasing student 
numbers jeopardises the continued existence of a school. Moreover, such 
forms of governance transform the identities of all stakeholders including 
all school professions (Norén, 2003). The relationship between a school 
and parent/child thus becomes more like a relationship between a service 
provider and a client, with increased rights (Fredriksson, 2010). Since the 
vouchers are valid for public as well as independent schools, which are run 
by both non-profit and for-profit organisations, competition has increased, 
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particularly in urban areas. Competition means that the schools with the 
best arguments attract the most pupils (Fredriksson, 2010). 

Principals, teachers and, indeed, SEs are also free to move from school to 
school or within the school. Traditionally strong unions that were hitherto 
pillars of extended autonomy for teachers lost influence in Sweden due to 
the marketisation of the school system and decentralisation of teachers’ and 
SEs’ work (Persson, 2008). All school professions today bargain their salary 
individually with the principal and are dependent on the individual school’s 
market-related situation. In the 1990s, regulations were few and far between 
for school providers, as long as expected results were achieved. Moreover, 
goals and results were defined openly in the curriculum and syllabi. The main 
rationale for these reforms was that the educational professionals in the local 
schools were expected to become active contributors to the curriculum to 
interpret the formulated goals for implementation in their local contexts. 
Therefore, teachers and SEs were assumed to work collaboratively, partic­
ularly with colleagues who taught the same age group to form a coherent 
and comprehensive education for their pupils, which was not segmented 
into school-related subject knowledge. However, critics have claimed that 
this autonomy has severely overextended, in particular, school profession’s 
ability to organise schooling, resulting in extended insecurity in the education 
workforce (Wermke, 2013). 

In addition, this radical opening of the school system to new actors in rela­
tion to marketisation and decentralisation was unfortunately accompanied by 
several ‘collateral damages’. A traditionally centralised and uniform system 
(quite similar to its Finnish neighbour) had become increasingly segregated 
and too complex to monitor (Wermke & Forsberg, 2017). In addition, other 
problems occurred. In heavily marketised education systems, it becomes 
vital to a school’s survival that it present itself advantageously in the com­
petitive marketplace (Montelius et al., 2022). This is achieved through good 
student performance, represented in both national curriculum tests and the 
average level of pupil grades. Consequently, a heavy emphasis on results led 
to the emergence of ‘assessment-led’ practices, which are the dominance of 
strategies that direct pedagogical practice to achieve strong exam results and 
excessive preparation for national tests (Montelius et al., 2022). Moreover, 
since 2000, large-scale international assessments, such as PISA or TIMSS, 
have become increasingly important to Swedish policy-making. However, 
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the disappointing results after the turn of the millennium show decreasing 
performance among Swedish students. 

The state’s response to this crisis was implementing several re-centralisation 
reforms, with new control technologies, into this open system, with all its 
apparent problems. Since 2008, the government has increased school evalua­
tions through an extended system of school inspectorate and national curric­
ulum testing. This has increased the number of subjects and included more 
age cohorts in the national testing procedure. Meanwhile, in schools, the 
syllabi have become more structured and detailed, but also more prescrip­
tive. Curricula and syllabi are accompanied by extensive commentaries and 
guidance on how to use them and how to grade (Wermke & Forsberg, 2017; 
Wermke & Salokangas 2021). 

Conclusion 
The German case appears to be more stable in its structure. The tenured 
civil servant status and an educator-owned understanding of didactics, with 
a dominant role for educators and the subject, have first of all extended 
teachers’ autonomy and built a strong profession that has been able to defend 
its sovereignty over a long period of time. However, this has also resulted 
in conservatism and inertia regarding reform and change, something also 
valid for SEs. 

In the Swedish case, a vibrant reform history can be observed – also 
expressed in the term rolling reform. This is due to a strong social engineer­
ing tradition that is associated with a policy-making grounded on constant 
scientific research. Education has been seen as an important facilitator for 
societal development. Therefore, there has existed a strong belief in the 
legitimacy of constant adjustment and reforms of the school system. This 
tradition might also have produced a persistent instability that – and this 
became obvious during the tremendous reform activities of the last two 
decades – holds school professions in a position of constant novice status. 

The most radical policy shift started at the end of the 1980s. The various 
education profession’s autonomy became restricted during the process of 
decentralising and marketising the school system. Other agents adopted 
the power to define what constituted appropriate knowledge and how its 
achievement can be measured. Swedish education professions today have 
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to cope simultaneously with the expectations of the state, on the one hand, 
and the municipality and independent school owners’ expectations on the 
other, and all of these have become more powerful agents. 

The German and Swedish special education system 
from a historical perspective 
The special education system in Germany 
The first efforts to create an education for children with disabilities in 
Germany can be traced back to the early seventeenth century (Comenius’ 
Didacta Magna in 1657) when there was a conviction to recognise educability 
no matter their class or ability (Ellger-Rüttgardt, 2004; 2019). However, it was 
not until the European Enlightenment that institutions, primarily for deaf 
and blind children who fell under the category ‘capable of education’, were 
established throughout Europe. Initially, such educational institutions were 
not established on state initiatives but through individuals, namely, church 
benefactors and medical doctors (Dietze, 2019; Moser, 2004). Some years 
later, a handful of institutions were recognised by the state. However, these 
remained largely in the hands of medical professionals and can be connected 
to the dominant use of the medical concept of disability, which prevailed 
for a very long time (Grummt, 2019). Those institutions, which originally 
formed the body of the special school, took in children with disabilities 
who were blind, ‘deaf-mute’,2 and physically handicapped. With time, they 
became further differentiated. In principle, a placement in such institutions 
aimed exclusively at enabling the children to have a self-determined future 
and become employable. These types of special schools, as well as the aux­
iliary school described below, received their legal standing during the Nazi 
era (Dietze, 2019). Owing to the lack of connection to the school (system), 
Moser (2004) refers to it as extracurricular special education. 

During the industrialisation, the task of the modern educational system 
was to simultaneously enable the co-existence of unification and differen­
tiation, which led to the establishment of the auxiliary school (Hilfsschule), 
which linked special education to the general school (system), more precisely, 

Regarding the use of historical special education terminology, please read the com­
mentary in the introduction chapter of this volume. 
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the elementary school (Moser, 2004). Additionally, other factors, such as the 
prohibition of child labour in Prussia (1891) and the abolishment of work 
and factory schools (1894), played a part in this (Dietze, 2019). Thus, in about 
1850, a specific group of pupils was identified who did not need medical help 
but needed extensive pedagogical support, as they could not cope with the 
demands of regular schooling (Grummt, 2019). The new auxiliary school 
was thus intended, first of all, to reduce the burden on elementary schools 
and close a ‘supply gap’ between the elementary school and the other special 
schools in which blind, deaf-mute, and physically handicapped children were 
accommodated (Dietze, 2019). 

To begin with, auxiliary school classes were set up and soon transformed 
into independent auxiliary schools, which were still part of the elementary 
school system in terms of school law. The development of the auxiliary school 
was, however, neither the result of state legislation nor a consequence in 
the sense of a pedagogical or philosophical idea, but the result of the actual 
realisation of compulsory schooling for all children. Considered as a form 
of school, it was the closure and end point of a gradual process of differenti­
ation over a period of about 70 years within the framework of the realisation 
of compulsory schooling (Salzberg-Ludwig, 1998). Nevertheless, the other 
special education institutions also underwent further differentiations during 
that time (Ellger-Rüttgardt, 2009). 

The separation of the auxiliary school from the elementary one resulted 
in a further split between auxiliary and elementary schoolteachers, and 
it was on this basis the so-called ‘Verband der Hilfsschulen Deutschland’ 
(short: VdHD) was founded in 1898 (Nam, 2017). After this, the auxiliary 
schoolteachers developed as self-confident and committed professionals. Prior 
to this, the corpus of the auxiliary schoolteacher body consisted largely of 
elementary teachers who prepared themselves by visiting other special insti­
tutions (e.g., ‘deaf-mute’ special school). From the beginning, the auxiliary 
teachers were seeking answers to the question of ‘mild feeble-mindedness’ 
(leichter Schwachsinn) in neighbouring disciplines, such as psychology and 
psychopathology. Nonetheless, neither medicine nor the regular school could 
provide proper solutions regarding the failure to learn for ‘slow learners’, also 
called feeble-minded students. Consequently, the special education teachers 
reflected on and developed categories and suitable concepts for ‘their’ children 
by themselves (Grummt, 2019). 
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After the autodidactic acquisition of teaching methods, those teachers 
demanded their own training combined with a special subject exam similar 
to the deaf-mute teacher examination, despite further training offered by the 
VdHD (Grummt, 2019). Despite these demands, training initially continued 
to be offered by experienced auxiliary schoolteachers in the form of two- to 
three-week-long training courses. In addition to this, auxiliary schoolteachers 
could continue their education through courses lasting one to four semesters, 
taking place in the afternoon in the form of two to four hours of lessons. 
Until 1914, the courses generally ended without any final examination. Most 
of those courses up to this point were presented collaboratively by educators 
and physicians (Ellger-Rüttgardt, 2019). 

It took until 1913 for the Ministry of Education to pass legislation regarding 
the training of auxiliary schoolteachers and officially approve the training 
courses and seminars mentioned above. This also led to examination regula­
tions being put into place for this profession/professional group in 1914. These 
courses function as additional training on top of the traditional elementary 
teacher education. They can be seen as equivalent to the training teachers 
who educate the blind, deaf and dumb receive. Auxiliary teachers were 
granted a higher professional status than their elementary school colleagues 
(Myschker, 1983), which was a very significant step towards an independent 
special school and profession, which could not yet be achieved due to the 
additional character of those courses. Moreover, the salary of an auxiliary 
schoolteacher also remained at the same level as that of an elementary school 
teacher despite the request for it to be otherwise. 

During the Weimar period, when Germany entered a time of parliamen­
tary democracy, there was the beginning of a movement, mostly by elemen­
tary school teachers, towards a unified school. However, the auxiliary school 
remained an independent form of school even though it still belonged to the 
elementary school in terms of school law and could be established volun­
tarily (Ellger-Rüttgardt, 2019). A decisive factor in this was the Reich School 
Conference (Reichsschulkonferenz) in 1920, which led to a formal recognition of 
the auxiliary school (Myschker, 1983). According to Hänsel (2003; 2014), the 
reason for the survival of the auxiliary school and its strict separation from 
the now unified four-year elementary school was solely due to the efforts of 
auxiliary schoolteachers and the VdHD. The German auxiliary school sys­
tem began flourishing with as many as 3,966 auxiliary classes with 71,902 
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students in 750 cities in 1928 (Dietze, 2019). A contributing factor was the 
National Youth Welfare Act [Reichsjugendwohlfahrtsgesetz] of 1922, advocating 
the maxim that every German child has a right to education for physical, 
mental and social fitness (Myschker, 1983). 

Despite advocating for independent scientific training at a university 
institute, the teachers’ wishes were met by the state, as seen in the different 
memorandums issued. On account of this, they were also denied permanent 
employment at auxiliary schools, according to Salzberg-Ludwig (1998). In 
addition, by the end of the Weimar Republic, auxiliary schoolteachers were 
unable to reach equal pay compared to the teachers of the deaf and blind, or 
receive an increase in salary to one level above elementary school teachers. 
Nonetheless, Prussia, for example, initiated a rise of about a third in the basic 
salary of an elementary teacher. In some large cities, however, postgraduate 
courses with the goal of qualifying elementary school teachers to become 
curative education teachers, particularly auxiliary schoolteachers, were estab­
lished and attached to universities (Dietze, 2019). The courses were later 
called the first bridges to academisation (Nam, 2017). Despite all that, the 
incessant struggle for recognition as an independent profession ultimately 
resulted in teachers at the auxiliary school foregoing any cooperation with 
other professional groups and, thus, entering self-imposed isolation (Salzberg-
Ludwig, 1998). 

Under the Nazi state, surprisingly, no stagnation regarding the develop­
ment and expansion of the special school system could be recorded, according 
to Hänsel (2014). Despite setbacks brought about by the dissolution of the 
VdHD in 1933, which was replaced by the order of the National Socialist 
Teachers’ Union (NSLB), and a kind of ‘conceptlessness’ in the years after the 
takeover by the authorities regarding how the future special education policy 
of the NSDAP would look, success did follow (Ellger-Rüttgardt, 2019). The 
continuous existence, especially of the auxiliary school, was secured and ini­
tially consolidated different decrees in the following years, most importantly, 
the special education class (Hilfsschülerklasse) in 1935. It aimed to significantly 
expand the auxiliary school, demanding a spot for every student in need. 
The failure to refer an elementary school child in need to an auxiliary school 
was considered a neglect of duty (Dietze, 2019). Finally, in 1938, the auxiliary 
school was included in the group of special schools within the framework 
of the National School Attendance Act (Reichsschulpflichtgesetz) in 1938. 
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Thus, for the first time, the auxiliary schools became compulsory for all 
children identified with special needs. 

Within this legal framework, the auxiliary schools were ensured perma­
nent independence and autonomy. The General Order on the Special School 
in Prussia [Allgemeine Anordnung über die Hilfsschule in Preußen], or AAoPr, 
from 1938, which was enacted almost simultaneously with the National 
Compulsory Education Act, represented a central sub-legal directive con­
taining precise implementation regulations on how to expand the auxiliary 
school nationwide (Salzberg-Ludwig, 1998). From this point forward, all 
municipalities were required to either open an auxiliary school or join school 
associations, which led to a sharp increase in the number of auxiliary schools 
and students (Dietze, 2019). Despite these groundbreaking developments, it 
should not be forgotten that the auxiliary schools at that stage were increas­
ingly used as selection and extermination institutes for public health, obeying 
laws such as the Law for the Prevention of Genetically Diseased Offspring 
(Gesetz zur Verhütung erbkranken Nachwuchses) (GzVeN, 1933) (Dietze, 2019). 

It is likewise at this stage of history that the actual professionalisation pro­
cess of the auxiliary schoolteacher began, which is relatively late compared to 
teachers of the deaf and blind (Hänsel, 2014). Thus, this period, in contrast 
to what might be expected, brought about forward-looking developments. 

The formal training and examination regulations for auxiliary schoolteach­
ers established in 1941, valid throughout the nation, should be mentioned 
here. This form of regulation not only standardised the examination but also 
the training of auxiliary schoolteachers by the state (Dietze, 2019). However, 
even though this regulation remained only a draft, important foundations 
were being laid for joint teacher training and, thus, for the future special 
education training concept. It must also be said that this draft’s lack of imple­
mentation was due not to ideological reservations about this professional 
group but a lack of applicants (Dietze, 2019). 

In the twenty years following World War II, during the 1950s and 1960s, 
a kind of preservationist school policy was being followed, meaning that the 
school regulations of the 1930s and 1940s, more precisely those of the National 
Compulsory Education Act of 1938, initially remained valid according to 
Dietze (2019) and Ellger-Rüttgardt (2009). While trying to pursue the goal 
to completely remove any nazissistic and militaristic doctrines from educa­
tion to accommodate democratic developments again, no concentration on 
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building-up the special education system was evident (Salzberg-Ludwig, 1998). 
Therefore, the idea of a unified school regained popularity, but it could only 
be realised in the Soviet occupation zone (DDR). In the West, the German 
school system was rebuilt in its tripartite, selective structure. In 1949, the 
Association of German Auxiliary Schools [Verband Deutscher Hilfsschulen] was 
(re)founded and renamed the Association of German Special Schools (VDS) 
in 1955. After that, the VDS exercised great influence regarding shaping the 
special education system in the Federal Republic of Germany. 

A milestone in the striving of West German special education for concep­
tual and organisational separation and independence of all types of special 
schools can be seen in the report presented by the Conference of the Ministers 
of Education and Cultural Affairs (Kulturministerkonferenz) (KMK) in 1960. 
This first inter-state ministerial Report on the Regulation of Special Education 
(Gutachten zur Ordnung des Sonderschulwesens), aiming for a high degree 
of differentiation, introduced twelve different forms of special education: 
School for the blind, school for the visually impaired, school for the deaf, 
school for the hard of hearing, school for the speech-impaired, school for 
the physically handicapped, school for the sick as well as home-schooling, 
auxiliary school, observation school, school for the educationally difficult, 
prison school (school in the juvenile penal system), special vocational school 
(as a separate school or in conjunction with other special schools (Nam, 2017). 

Paradigm shifts in the special education school system 
The 1970s were characterised by confusion regarding the appearance of edu
cational policy recommendations since they were rather contradictory to one  
another (Dietze,  2019).  In this  regard,  the  Recommendation on the  Regulation  
of Special Education ‘Empfehlung zur Ordnung des Sonderschulwesens’,  the  
KMK of 1972, can be cited. On the one hand, it was seen as striving towards 
taking the expansion of existing and the creation of necessary special educa
tion facilities/schools even further, stating: The special school in its various 
types is an independent form of school (Dietze, 2019). The organisational 
structure of the special schools is based on the type of disability of the pupils 
(Dietze, 2019). On the other hand, recommendations were being added on 
significant aspects of  the  reform debate, supporting joint schooling of  students  
with and without disabilities as a new educational policy goal while declar
ing the path of increasing differentiation and separation from the general 
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school as a dead end (Ellger-Rüttgardt, 2019). The latter position was mainly 
promoted by advocates of a ‘critical special education’ approach as well as 
the Salamanca Declaration. Accordingly, special education was divided into 
several groupings (Grummt, 2019). 

With its new recommendations for special education in 1994, the KMK 
finally seemed to adapt the vision by recommending integrative support/ 
schooling as a second possible option for special education support. This 
abandoning of a long-lasting institutional-centred view in favour of an indi­
vidual-centred one was seen by Ellger-Rüttgardt (2009) as a turning point. 
The most recent changes can be seen in the enactment of the CRPD, con­
cerning inclusive education for children with identified special needs. In this 
resolution, the KMK basically demanded the establishment of an inclusive 
school system while still emphasising the basic positions of the previous 
recommendations and, thereby, still acknowledging the special school as 
an important and additional place of support. Consequently, according to 
Dietze (2019), no new guidelines were presented. 

In most of the different states in Germany, a state-regulated academically 
oriented special education training, tied to university, was achieved around 
the 1960s. Therefore, authors such as Moser (2004) locate the creation of a 
special education discipline in the 1960s. Nevertheless, the first approaches 
of such developments could already be observed in the 1920s, which, in the 
case of Bavaria and Hamburg, were successful. In the latter case, the special 
education studies covered two semesters. After the 1960s, with almost every 
state joining in, the duration of the studies was increased to four semesters 
and was mostly organised at the postgraduate level. This was complemented 
by an undergraduate degree in the 1970s. As of today, almost all teacher and 
SE training takes place at universities. 

The Swedish special education system 
The first special education initiatives in Sweden have, similar to Germany, 
their roots in the early nineteenth century, and included children who were 
‘dumb’ and deaf, blind as well as deaf and ‘insane’ (Edqvist, 1990; Rosenqvist, 
1993). It should be noted that these first attempts to initiate formal education 
for so-called ‘idiots’ (unable to be educated) were taken to mean children, 
who under today’s terminology would be described as having intellectual 
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disabilities (Rosenqvist, 1993). Even though those private schools received 
subsidies for their action, ‘they were in practice completely outside the 
(regular/official) school system’ (Wickman & Kristoffersson, 2018, p. 320) 
and separate from the other two institutions dealing with criminal youths, 
which were the only special school until the mid-1850s. 

In light of the introduction of general education in 1842, thus granting 
all students the opportunity to attend school, even those with low intellec­
tual abilities, and based on the idea that everyone can contribute to society, 
a need for some new form of special education was recognised. For this 
purpose, mini-courses were developed, which only placed lower knowledge 
demands on the students instead of giving support in teaching (Edqvist, 1990; 
Wickman & Kristoffersson, 2018). Around the turn of the century, further 
discussion arose concerning ‘normal pupils’ with learning disabilities, known 
as slow learners in regular/elementary education. Following Germany’s idea 
of segregating such students into so-called auxiliary schools (‘hjälpskolor’), 
Sweden was quick to establish resource-/auxiliary classes (‘hjälpklasser’). 
Consequently, the development of a special education system in Sweden was 
quite similar to the German developments. 

The auxiliary classes were different from the mini-courses and entailed a 
special way of teaching that supported both the individual and the school 
(Ahlberg, 2007; Bladini, 2009). ‘Until the latter part of the 1950s, place­
ment in special schools or auxiliary classes was the most common solu­
tion to problems of special education, [therefore obtaining the role of a 
differentiation-instrument.]’ (Rosenqvist, 1993, p. 65). Moreover, increasingly, 
special classes for those students affected by school-immaturity, observation, 
being hard-of-hearing, having visual-hearing challenges, and reading difficul­
ties, among other things, were established (Ahlberg, 2007; Rosenqvist, 1993; 
Wickman & Kristoffersson, 2018). Homogeneity was sought to increase the 
efficiency of the regular class, offering adapted teaching for those who were 
deviant (Bladini, 1990). The number of special classes within the regular 
schools increased from 2.3% in 1954 to 9.1% in 1968 (Bladini, 1990). 

Contrary to the primary and secondary schools eliminating a dualistic 
school differentiation in 1962 by introducing comprehensive schooling up to 
the age of 16, the various special classes did not decrease but rather increased 
in number. Furthermore, ‘the boards of education were [also] permitted to 
arrange ‘particular special education’ (särskild specialundervisning) in so-called 
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clinics, where pupils could get extra support individually or in small groups 
for some hours a week’, according to Rosenqvist (1993, p. 66). Consequently, 
special education teachers [(speciallärare)] played two roles from then on. One 
was assisting the class teacher and performing treatment interventions for 
students with identified special needs, and the other was acting as a clinic 
teacher by taking on tasks such as diagnostic/testing. Until then, difficulties 
were ascribed to the individual child alone, meaning the medical concept 
of disability was applied. For many decades, special teacher education was 
further training built upon basic teacher education, mostly in additional 
no-state-regulated courses/seminars. Hereby, such courses’ time frames dif­
fered widely from two to 18 weeks (Malmqvist, 2015). 

It was not until the introduction of compulsory schooling in 1962 that 
special education training became state-regulated, and two institutes for spe­
cial education training [speciallärarutbildning] were established (Rosenqvist, 
1993; Wickman & Kristoffersson, 2018) with one in Stockholm and the other 
in Göteborg. ‘The special education training comprised two semesters and 
was targeted at pupils considered to be difficult to bring up and with ham­
pered development’ (Wickman & Kristoffersson, 2018, p. 321). According to 
Wickman and Kristofferson (2018), the decision to introduce special education 
training can be perceived as the origin of special education as a distinctive 
field of knowledge in Sweden. Moreover, after 40 years of practising various 
forms of adaptations came to the move towards a more coordinated and 
regular special education programme to be taught at the university level. In 
the following years, the School of Education in Malmö developed a special 
education department in 1965, with other cities like Umeå, Uppsala and 
Linköping following some years later (Rosenqvist, 1993). 

Until 1950, the profession enjoyed a relatively low status, and those who 
worked with these students were often considered to be the less competent 
teachers or those who lacked the relevant education. This seemed to change 
in 1955 when a curriculum for the special school was introduced, the profes­
sion became legal, and, to some extent, was generally recognised (Malmgren 
Hansen, 2002). 

Paradigm shifts in the special education school system 
Rosenqvist (1993) refers to a movement towards integration already in the 
mid-1960s, leading to a reduction in the number of special classes, which 
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was supported by the newly introduced curriculum in 1969. It stated, ‘A 
guideline for the education of pupils with school difficulties is that these 
pupils, as far as possible, should stay in the regular classroom’ (Rosenqvist, 
1993, p. 66). Reference to the term ‘school difficulties’ negates the fact that 
the student is the one with the problem, thus placing more focus on the 
socio-ecological factors. 

Furthermore, this curriculum demanded coordinated special education, 
that is, enough support for the student to be able to participate in the regular 
teaching by means of individualisation, instead of particular special education 
(Bladini, 1990; Rosenqvist, 1993). Moreover, teaching in small groups in par­
allel, and coordinated, with ordinary teaching was also covered by this new 
education measure. The SIA investigation (1970–1974), a large-scale national 
evaluation project on the schools and instruction, the schools’ inner work 
(Skolans inre arbete), re-confirmed, and thereby once again recommended, not 
to separate students with needs from their classes. With regard to the special 
education teachers, they were to be incorporated into the pupil health team. 
Thus, the special education teacher would receive fewer special educational 
tasks and start functioning more as a class teacher without resorting to their 
specific competence. 

In the new curriculum that was introduced in 1980, ‘Curriculum for pri­
mary and lower secondary education 1980’, (Lgr 80), the focus was directed 
at decreasing and levelling out the differences between ordinary teaching and 
special education’ (Wickman & Kristofferson, 2018). The newly introduced 
curriculum, similar to the previous one, aimed to make education available for 
everyone regardless of difficulties or disabilities. Wickman and Kristoffersson 
(2018), however, describe this as contradictory, since ‘at the same time worry 
was spreading among Swedish educational authorities about more pupils 
failing at school [by means of special education]’ (Wickman & Kristofferson, 
2018, p. 322). This was also re-confirmed by a follow-up report about ‘Pupils 
with difficulties (1983)’ based on a National Agency of Education survey. 
According to Edqvist (1990), schools try to adapt students to the activities 
rather than adapting the activities to the differences of the student body. 

With regard to teacher education for students with special needs, it was 
changed in the early 1980s to an abbreviated version with an emphasis on 
compensatory teaching in reading writing and mathematics (Edqvist, 1990). 
In order to try to solve the above-mentioned problems, ‘the old special teacher 
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education was discontinued in 1989 and a new education (the so-called 
special education pedagogue education, which also led to a terminological 
change from special education teacher to special education pedagogue), 
started in 1990’ (Wickman & Kristoffersson, 2018, p. 322).Originally, the 
special pedagogue education contained four specialisations: a complicated 
learning situation, deafness and hearing impairment, vision impairment 
and intellectual disabilities. Unlike the special education teacher education, 
which was targeted at pupils in need of special support, the special education 
pedagogue should work at three levels in the school: the individual, group 
and organisation levels. 

The special education pedagogue also had the task of working with learn­
ing, educational development and supervision (Wieckman & Kristoffersson, 
2018). During the period 1990–2008, there was no special education teacher 
education, only a special education pedagogue education (1990), stressing 
knowledge about supervision and school development (Vernersson, 1998). 
According to Rosenqvist (1993), the purpose of the special pedagogy edu­
cation was: ‘ … to educate participants who are able to plan, carry out and 
evaluate different kinds of preventive measures in order to give children, 
youth and adults support and help in their activities. […] [Furthermore,] 
they are supposed to collaborate with, and give advice to and guide their 
colleagues’ (Rosenqvist, 1993, p. 69). With that, Sweden aimed to establish 
an occupational role following a whole-school-approach to special educa­
tional support (Magnusson et al., 2019). While Vernersson (1998) ascribes the 
discontinuation of the previous special education teacher education to the 
vanishing special education activities in the wake of the Lrg80 (see above), 
von Ahlefeld Nisser (2014) insists that the democratic process of establishing 
a school for all that started in the 1950s gave rise to the changed professional 
role of SEs in Sweden. 

The introduction of a new curriculum in 1994, while a deep recession was 
shaking the Swedish economy, decreased the special education resource by 
over 30 %. This, in turn, led to a lack of active work with the students, mostly 
on particular subject, whereby many students did not have their educational 
needs met (Wickman & Kristoffersson, 2018). Despite this, the newly intro­
duced curriculum also insisted that it was not solely an individual, namely, the 
SE, who should have responsibility for students with special needs, but rather 
the school itself (Ministry of Education, 1994). Malmgren Hansen (2002) 
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ascribes this concept to the government’s desire to be supportive toward the 
new special pedagogue. However, for Wickman and Kristoffersson (2018), it 
was seen as the ‘first time that an inclusive perspective was included in […] 
policy documents’ (Wickman and Kristoffersson, 2018, p. 322). Although the 
new education programme had a different focus, degree, and title, those who 
completed the education were in practice expected to act as special education 
teachers (Malmgren Hansen, 2002). 

Furthermore, the quality of the results of Swedish students in international 
studies, such as PISA, has steadily declined since the middle of the 2000s. 
In addition to all reasons given above, criticism of the newly invented pro­
fession emerged with voices calling for a re-introduction of the old special 
education teacher growing louder (Wickman & Kristoffersson, 2018). In 2007, 
the government office announced the start of special teacher education in 
autumn 2008 at several higher education institutions in Sweden. This par­
ticular type of education comprised 90 credits and had a teacher’s degree as 
a prerequisite. It promised an in-depth knowledge of language development 
and effective methods for early stimulation of students’ ability to read, write, 
and count. The education for special education pedagogues could, however, 
remain and be conducted parallel with this new education programme 
(Malmqvist, 2015). The idea was that within a school’s staff, there should be 
a special education teacher working with instructional issues, and a special 
pedagogue educator working in a more organisational manner with investi­
gations, educational development, and preventive efforts through supervision 
(Wickman & Kristoffersson, 2018, p. 322f). 

Initially, the special education teacher programme comprised specialisa­
tions concerning mathematics, writing and reading development. In 2010 
and 2011, a new Education Act, as well as a new curriculum, came into force. 
New areas of specialisation in hearing, visualisation, severe language disorders 
and intellectual disabilities were added at this time. Overall, despite previous 
changes, the new Education Act from 2010 and a new curriculum in 2011 
placed great emphasis on maintaining inclusive practices. Much priority was 
placed on ensuring that the particular student in need receives the special 
support he/she was entitled to within the group of pupils to which he/she 
belongs. As of today, in Sweden, almost all children with special needs have 
the right, receiving their education in the ordinary classroom by means of 
extra support when needed. 
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Conclusion 
Both Sweden and Germany historically share similar special education ini­
tiatives in the form of private institutions established primarily for deaf 
and ‘dumb’ as well as blind children. Even though those institutions were 
recognised by the state, in the case of Germany, or received state subsidies 
for their action, as in Sweden, they were all detached from the regular official 
school system and were solely there to guide the children to a self-determined 
life. Therefore, Moser (2004) refers to it as an extra-schooling form of special 
education. Around the mid-nineteenth century, both countries, for various 
reasons, started to recognise children who had difficulties keeping up with 
their respective peers in mainstream education. 

To counteract that ‘problem’, Sweden invented so-called mini-education 
courses, which only lowered the knowledge demands for the less able chil­
dren, and so this approach was quickly abolished around the turn of the 
century. On the other hand, Germany chose to introduce and establish aux­
iliary schools requiring a special method of teaching support. Sweden was 
quick to catch on to this idea and started to introduce auxiliary classes or 
what they call resource classes within the regular school. The outcome was 
that both newly created approaches were linked to the regular school system 
by legislation. However, whereas Sweden kept its resource classes within the 
primary institutions, Germany started to outsource its auxiliary school from 
the elementary ones. Until the 1960s, both countries expanded their model 
of special education with Sweden, creating various new forms of auxiliary 
classes (resource classes) and even arranging for ‘particular special education’ 
in the form of clinics. As for Germany, it reached a big milestone in 1938 
(i.e. during the NS dictatorship) when the auxiliary school was included in 
the group of special schools, becoming detached from the regular school 
from then onward. 

In the 1960s, both cases went in different directions. Sweden started its 
process of establishing an integrated approach by mostly abolishing those 
resource classes. In contrast, the 1960s in Germany were characterised by 
even further development and differentiation of the special school as an 
institution. From 1970 to 1980, the first steps towards an inclusive school 
system can be observed in Sweden. In contrast, in Germany, the concept 
of integration and separate schooling in special schools co-existed. The first 
signs of inclusive thinking can be discovered in Germany during the new 
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century, while Sweden, surprisingly, took some steps backwards from the 
vision of ‘One School for All’ by, in 2008, introducing a new special education 
teacher training programme, which once again focused on the individual 
child’s individual deficiencies. 
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