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From Toy Librarian to Special Educator – Changing Roles and Competence 

- A Research Perspective



After the historical introduction by Marianne Lindberg in which the Toy Library practitioner perspective was stressed, I will describe the Toy Librarians development into Special Needs Educators on the basis of my research. This presentation is based on four studies in a project called “The Role of Special Needs Education in Early Interventions – to Describe and Analyze Dimensions of Professional Competence”. So far, two studies have been published as faculty reports (Åman 2002; 2004). Two more studies are presented in my thesis that will be defended December 2005.



As an introduction, I will give a short presentation of the Swedish system concerning care of mothers and children, in which parents are given the possibility to stay at home with their children during their infancy, and to an extended length of time for the children with disabilities (The National Board of Health and Welfare, 1998). Those families are offered early intervention at child- and youth habilitation centres. The Swedish preschool is, as the education system as well as a system of public child care, available for all children. Almost all children with disabilities attend the preschool system from age of 1,5 years (Carlhed et al, 2003; Bjerre, 1998). Children with disabilities are since 1975/1976 guaranteed access to preschools in accordance to Swedish law (SOU 1975:87; The National Board of Health and Welfare, 1978). The purpose of the preschool is to stimulate development of children, support social collaboration, participation and to work for democratic values. 

An investigation of great importance for the Swedish preschool was presented in 1972 (SOU 1972:26, 27). Related to special education it pointed out the importance of cooperation between preschools and Toy Libraries. Through their unique knowledge of play activities, educational intervention, methods and material, the Toy Librarians offered advice and support to children of specific needs. Professional support would be given to individual children as well as to the teachers in preschools by means of further education and supervision (SOU 1972:27; The National Board of Health and Welfare, 1978). Child- and Youth Habilitation as coordinated service centres in Sweden was developed in the 1980’s. It consists of the interdisciplinary team of expert offering advices and support to families and children with disabilities, by the county councils of Sweden. The teams of experts usually consist of paediatrician, a physical therapist, a psychologist, an occupational therapist, a speech and language therapist, a social worker and a special needs educator. In consultation with parents they give support for the development of the children on the basis of problems the families experience in everyday life (Carlhed et al, 2003; Bjerre, 1998). 

The profession of Toy Librarian has evolved through the work of the preschool teachers in Toy Libraries during the 1960’s. During that time Evy Blid and Karin Stensland Junker at the Toy Library at Blockhusudden in Stockholm carried out education for staff at the Toy Libraries. The Toy Librarians, as they called themselves, offered play as early intervention  to children with disabilities and play-advice to parents and preschool staff (Blid & Stensland Junker, 1966; Blid & Lindberg, 2004; Björck-Åkesson et al, 1988). When Child- and Youth Habilitation centres were initiated during the 1980’s, the Toy Libraries where gradually incorporated. In the political intentions the importance of family centered service model offered by professionals in interactive teamwork, were stressed. 

Swedish Toy Library- Lekotek Association worked for having the profession entitled preschool-adviser and that those who occupied that post would be eligible for teacher training in special needs education. Due to the assignment of developing the competence of preschool-teachers and giving them counsel and guidance, the post of preschool-adviser at Child- and Youth Habilitation centre came to mean being in close contact with the preschool. 

By the end of the 1980’s there were 70 Toy Libraries in Sweden, half of them are located in habilitation centres. The greater part of the staff are preschool teachers (3 years studies, university degree) with supplementary courses as Toy Librarian. In addition, less than half of the staff with university degrees as Special Needs Teacher (Björck-Åkesson et al., 1988).

.

1990 supplementary education changed from training the profession special needs teacher to the professional title special needs educator. The training is the same regarding all special needs educators, irrespective of whether the assignment is to be carried out in the municipal preschools or the entire public school system, or in early intervention. The commission of special needs education in schools and county councils is through theoretical views and policy documents given an emphasis on guidance and counselling. 

A query to educators at child-habilitation centres was made through the occupational association member-paper and a periodical for habilitation centres (Lindberg, 1994). The result given shows that the foremost task of the preschool counsellor is to counsel preschool staff, then to advice and support parents, individual play intervention, child group activities, and play-advice. The Swedish Association of Toy Libraries work for making the profession entitled special needs educator and for making special needs educator training required to qualify for professional educators at toy libraries and habilitation centres.



The first study (Åman, 2002) was carried out in a work group of eleven (N=11) educators at one Child- and Youth Habilitation centre, and it shows that the informants problematized their status in relation to the other professions in the team. The special needs competence and professional role shows two sets of values (Granberg, 1996). The base is the set of values that comes of belonging to the professional group, tradition and further education. A contextual, environmental set of values developed through team collaboration and experiences in everyday work together with other professionals and the children and families in habilitation. Sometimes the individual is faced with the situation that the two sets of values contradict each other, which can lead to a sense of conflict.



The second report of the project (Åman, 2004) account for a national survey carried out at the turn of the century. 86 pedagogues at 18 county councils made out the base for overall information concerning the background of the occupational group, its conditions and its practice of competence. A predominant part of the special needs educators within the Child- and Youth Habilitation are trained preschool teachers. On recommendation of the occupation association, further education to a university degree in special needs education, is required to qualify for the post, but 35 % (of the informants) lack continued education. The right to graduate Special Needs Educator” is issued by the authorities, today The National Agency for Higher Education. Nevertheless educators whom have not graduated use the title Special Needs Educator. This problem does not occur in professions within habilitation that are certified. Several of the habilitation centres still use the title preschool-adviser, which is the recommended title for those lacking the further education. At one habilitation centre the title Habilitation Educator is used.

On average the participants in the survey are slightly less than 50 years old. More than one third are trained special needs educators, and as great a part lack relevant further education. The remainder part study or have other types of continued training, as special teacher training, which is the predecessor of the special needs educator training of today. Many of those who lack further education are elders of the group and have been employed for a long period of time at Child- and Youth Habilitation centres. The data however, show that many of them have completed a few shorter courses. The interpreted data indicate that the base competence of the respondents comes of preschool teacher training, and that the specific competence is based on praxis and experienses. There are scarce organizational guidelines concerning activities, and few of the respondents are given professional guidance or supervision, which easily gives the impression that this occupational group act without guidelines and developmental support.



To provide guidance to preschool staff, mainly to assistants of children that are eligible for advice and support, turns out to be the foremost task of educators. Compared to the investigation of work assignments that was carried out in 1995, the respondents now place keeping journals, team collaboration and screening, above individual play-intervention. Toy Library activities and group activities with children are work tasks that are placed far from the top of the list. The study also show that test, screening and other investigations have become more common than they used to be (Åman, 2004).



The Dissertation (Åman, in progress)

In a feasibility focus group study with representatives from authorities and special interest organisations, the presence of educators in health- and medical services is discussed. Some statements indicate that the involvement can be questioned. It is mainly parent organisations and representatives from educational authorities who stress the importance of educators as a link between the medical field of knowledge and the everyday activities of preschools, schools and homes. The parent organisations are asking for the specific competence of the habilitation educator, which is expressed as the knowledge of individual children and their everyday life, and the ability to develop work methods that correspond to specific needs. The participants in the feasibility study do not, however, speak of play, play advice or play intervention. 



A new government special needs education-organisation, SIT – (Special Needs Education Institute) has been assigned to train and support teachers in schools and preschools. Schools are to consult special needs educators, experts on working educationally with children with different disabilities. Basics of the support is not knowledge of the individually child, the special educators have not met neither child nor parents. The counselling support focuses on the work of the educators, rather than the specific problems of the child. The educators from the habilitation centres are, in order to provide information, expected to supply information when the child start preschool and school, if the parents wish. The prevailing view within special needs education is relational, i.e. the importance of environmental influence is emphasized.



The main study carried out in focus groups and survey investigation indicates that educators have adapted their work tasks in accordance with government directives. Three years after the national survey, such aspects of work as guidance and counselling are more seldom spoken of (then at the time of the survey). The contact between educators and staff at preschools and schools is more limited. Today the educators mainly work with investigations and team collaboration. The work as special needs educator within habilitation is more direct basis towards parents. Advice and support given to parents usually concern play and communication of children.

An analysis of the professional language used during the transcribed conversations, show that children, their development, play and learning still is focused. When educators speak of children and development, they focus on the possibilities and abilities of the children, rather than on hindrances and difficulties.

The educators stress the importance of the basic education as preschool teachers because of the developmental psychology knowledge. The practical experiences are expressed as having met and worked with a lot of children and families, and learned that disabilities gives different consequences for children. The educators state that competence is developed through interaction within the team, as well as through “meetings” with children and parents. The importance of further education, as degree in special needs education, was not expressed. The analysis shows that educators in occupational groups, where a majority are graduated special needs educators, seem to develop a meta-linguistic parlance. They tend to express explanations of their own actions and competence. Educators who don’t have the continued education carried out 15 years ago, tend to stress the importance of educational of work directly with children.

The colleagues of the educators express that educators influence the teams in viewing the child’s situation in an environmental perspective. Their colleagues say that educators have knowledge and insights of children and the preschool, as well as of play and learning.

The focal point of work and the expressions of the competence of special needs educators have gone from working directly with children, to more investigative work and to adult education perspective, offering information and support to parents and personnel. The importanceof collaboration with family, or mainly the parents, are emphasized in the same spirit as of the first Toy Library in the 1960’s. The question is whether the special needs educators within habilitation have to think about the unique contribution they themselves emphasies; the competence of the preschool teachers working with children, individually as well as in groups. It seems that  educational work methods of play-intervention once more need to be noticed and conceptualized.



This project shows that outcome of further special needs educational studies coming to educators within habilitation centres, need to be noticed and evaluated. The attention of the occupational association is drawn to the point that qualification, as well as validation of experiences, could be of use to its members. As professional or occupational task be formulated and pointed out in relation to the society. And pay attention to the importance of reflective dialogues as practioner within the occupational group may enable an evolved professional language. 

�

The presentation is given with a selection from 15 OH pictures
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