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The implementation process of the Special Education Law in Israel
Abstract

The Theoretical Background
The aim of the present research is the investigation of the processes involved in implementing the policies of the Law of Special Education in Israel (1988).

The present research is strongly based on the outlook of Fullan and colleagues (Fullan, 1982; Fullan, 1992; Fullan, 1999; Fullan & Miles, 1992; Fullan & Steigelbuaer, 1999) regarding implementation of organizational change in education.  From a developmental perspective, change is a merging between a policy that aims to cause a reform and the decision making process within the educational institution (Fullan, 1991).  This approach is based on the assumption that there is a disparity between the value system and the goals as presented by the law and between implementation and its results (Elboim-Dror, 1985).  Change is influenced by the characteristics of the school in which the change is being implemented and the professional background characteristics and worldviews of its employees.

In keeping with common trends in therapy throughout the western world, which see the developmental problems of the exceptional child as multi-disciplinary, in Israel these trends have led to the development of a variety of special educational services (SES).  The demand made by the Ministry of Education Culture and Sports to bringabout the desired change along with implementation of additional components of the Special Education Law, has highlighted the need for coordination between the various services and coordination between various service providers.

Integration of medical, therapy, and social services within the educational system is based on the assumption that these services are vital to the promotion and the quality of life of the population of students with special needs.  The importance of the change in policy regarding care of students with special needs, as indicated in the Law of Special Education, is in its re-definition of the goals of special education alongside insurance of educational, therapy, and social services for students who require them.  “Special Education” – is methodical education and care provided, according to this law, to the child with special needs, including physiotherapy, speech therapy, occupational therapy, and therapy in other professional fields, that may be determined, including any accompanying services, according to the needs of the exceptional child (Law of Special Education, 1988, Ch. A, Section 1, interpretation).

Since 1999, the start of implementation of the Law of Special Education (1998), approximately 2000 new employees in the various therapy fields have been hired within the educational system (Central Bureau of Statistics, 2004).  This massive absorption of therapists in various fields in the educational system, in the relatively short period of five years, has required rethinking the policy of caring for the special needs student, in order to insure that these services are, first of all, high quality, dynamic, flexible, and coordinated to the client as a part of the personal curriculum of each student.  The experts have been asked to cooperate, to operate out of trust and mutual respect, and in a state of mutual dependency between experts, according to an interdisciplinary approach (General Manager’s Circular, 58/9(a), 1998).

The policy of implementing interdisciplinary services in special educational frameworks has forced a long reaching reform onto the system.  The change process caused by the reform that is being implemented in the special education system, is a complex process, requiring consolidation of perceptions and positions, requiring understanding of the connection between the principles of educational philosophy and methods of implementation, a change of attitude among educational and therapy staff, and the creation of mechanisms for coordination and cooperation between them.  The process of implementing the policy runs on a continuum between the synoptic approach, which is basically an approach of broad and comprehensive implementation supporting the “Top-Down” approach, and the gradual implementation approach, which is basically procedural, supporting the “Bottom-Up” approach (Haddad, 1995; Hill, 1998; Kettumen, 1994).

Majone & Wildavsky (1978) called this process “Implementation as Evolution”.  The purpose of the present research is to examine the implementation of policies stemming from the instructions of the Law of Special Education and to identify the developmental stage in which the multidisciplinary staff is found.

The present research is based on Mezirow’s theoretical model (Mezirow, 1991), according to which, the degree of cooperation of the multidisciplinary staff is measured in relation to three indices: acceptance of change by the multidisciplinary staff; group cooperation surrounding defined goals and division of roles in the group; and the index of relating to products.  Additionally, the developmental stage of the group was diagnosed in relation to difficulties and problems raised by the group, in relation to the manner in which it determines is goals, and in relation to the group’s construction of cooperation processes. The perspective of the group and its work methods allowed examination of the change that the group went through from task orientation to problem solving orientation.

The Research Questions
The central research question is: What changes occur in the work patterns of the multidisciplinary staff of a special education school as a result of implementation of the Law of Special Education?

The secondary research questions are:

1. To what degree is there coordination between the instructions of the Law of Special Education as expressed in the General Manager’s Circulars regarding the work of the multidisciplinary staff and between actual implementation.

2. To what degree do the educational, para-medical, and social staff succeed in functioning as a team?

3. What is the correlation between educational perception and action among the multidisciplinary staffs?

4. What is the preferred work style of the multidisciplinary staffs and how does this affect the development of teamwork?

5. What is the correlation between the characteristics of the special education school and the perceptions and behaviors of the multidisciplinary staff?

6. What is the correlation between the background characteristics of the multidisciplinary staff of the special education school and their perception regarding team work?

Research Methods

The methodology of the present research is based on a combination of the phenomenological qualitative-constructivist approach and the quantitative-positivist approach.  This type of combination allows reinforcing the internal and external validity of the research instruments, and is therefore recommended in educational research (Zabar, 1990; Cohen & Manion, 1990).

Using qualitative research methods, subjective information was derived from the research participants, which, in the qualitative research literature, are called informants (Shekadi, 2003).  From among the assemblage of interactions it was possible to achieve context sensitivity, i.e. understanding all of the complexities of the phenomenon within the environment and situations unique to it (Shekadi, 2003; Stake, 1995).  As a complement to the qualitative research, using standard quantitative tests, and statistical analysis, positivist data was obtained that was as objective as possible (Maykut & Morehouse, 1994).  The information that was garnered from a combination of these two methods was organized according to multiple parameters.

The Research Procedure 

In the present research, quantitative data were gathered from 268 representatives of the multidisciplinary staff of 42 Israeli, public and religious-public, special education schools.  Each staff included: the school principal, a homeroom teacher and counselor – which in the present research represent the educational staff; a doctor and nurse (if there was one on the school staff) – representing the medical staff; a social worker, therapists from various health professions: para-medical therapists (speech therapist, physiotherapist and occupational therapist), and expressive and creative therapists – representing the therapy staff.

The present research examined correlations between the characteristics of the school and the work of the multidisciplinary staff, and correlations between the characteristics of the multidisciplinary staff and its work.  The characteristics of the school as an independent variable, were measured in four areas: size of the school, the special nature of the school, the age of the students, and the composition of the staff.  The characteristics of the multidisciplinary staff were measured in six areas: gender, age, level of education, professional tenure of the staff members, administrative tenure of the school principal, and the occupation of the multidisciplinary staff.  The work of the multidisciplinary staff was measured quantitatively using three research questionnaires:  Work Style of the Multidisciplinary Staff; Emphases in the Work of the Multidisciplinary Staff; and Identification of Activities Coordinating Between Multidisciplinary Services.  Accordingly, two central research questions were formulated: the correlation between the characteristics of the school and the work of the multidisciplinary staff, and the correlation between the characteristics of the multidisciplinary staff and its work method.

The work style of the multidisciplinary staff: Based on Avisar (1999) and Hall & Hord (1987) three work styles were identified: a responsive staff; a staff that plans around administrative goals, and an enterprising staff.  Emphases in multidisciplinary staff work were measured according to three categories: performing tasks/roles; performing support roles/tasks, and operating non-functionally (Magrab & Schmidt).  Cooperation between the members of the multidisciplinary staff was measured using a self developed questionnaire, according to six categories: construction of a common language as the basis for cooperation; the therapy staff as a professional address; the contribution of the multidisciplinary staff; personal curricula; non-functional operation of the multidisciplinary staff; and the therapy staff as a partner in the educational process.

The Findings
The following is a summary of the research findings, according to the research questions:

	Research Question
	Summary of the Findings

	1. What are the changes in the work patterns of the multidisciplinary staff of the special education school?
	The multidisciplinary staff has moved from a categorical work pattern – separating between teaching and therapy, to an integrative work pattern based on a humanist rationale.

	2. How much coordination exists between the instructions of the law and its implementation?
	In fact there is coordination between the instructions of the law and implementation. The multidisciplinary staff relates to para-medical therapy as “accompanying services”. The humanist educational outlook is at the center of educational action.

	3. To what degree do the staff members of various fields manage to cooperate and function as a team?
	The multidisciplinary staff cooperates amongst themselves particularly regarding the issue of the personal curriculum.

	4. What is the correlation between perception and action amongst the multidisciplinary staff?
	The educational staff, the social workers and the physiotherapists emphasize the importance of direct treatment of the student and detract from the importance of staff decisions regarding treatment of the student.  Surprisingly this finding was seen among the school principals and educational counselors, also.

	5. What is the preferred work style of the multidisciplinary staff and how does this affect the development of team work?
	The preferred work style of the multidisciplinary staff is “planning around administrative goals”. From a developmental and maturational standpoint the staff has not yet achieved team work emphasizing problem solving and orientation towards a common vision.

	6. What are the correlations between the characteristics of the special education school and between the perceptions and behaviors of the multidisciplinary staff?
	A correlation was found between emphases in team work and between the size of the school.  No correlation was found between the style of team work and the demographic variables of the school.

	7. What are the correlations between the demographic data of the multidisciplinary staff of the special education school and its perceptions and behaviors regarding the work of the multidisciplinary staff?
	Correlations were found between the demographic data of the multidisciplinary staff in most of its components. The influential variables are: age, education and professional tenure.


The Contribution of the Research
This is the first comprehensive study conducted in Israel concerning the multidisciplinary staff as implementers of the change policy stemming from the instructions of the Law of Special Education (1988). Therefore, it is necessary to continue to study the issue of multidisciplinary staff work in order to examine the development of the staff and changes in work style over the next five years.

The research findings have theoretical, research, and practical implications.  From a theoretical standpoint the present research contributed to understanding the correlation between policy and method of implementation.  Additionally, much was learned regarding the work methods of the multidisciplinary staff and the factors that promote coordination amongst them.

From a practical standpoint, the research exposed the difficulties involved in implementing change processes in the special educational system (because of its complexity) and designed an “action plan” to improve and to promote the multidisciplinary staff from a staff that “plans around administrative actions” to an “enterprising staff”, that emphasizes integration between the vision and staff development, while emphasizing the relative advantage of each professional field within the staff.

Additional research is necessary in order to establish the theoretical model presented in the present research.  It is important to examine additional variables related to the work of the multidisciplinary staff that will assist in better understanding the difficulties and challenges involved in coordinating multidisciplinary services, for the benefit of students with special needs in the educational system.
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