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Starting points

The background of this thesis is a project concerning educators within the Swedish child and youth
habilitation centres. Studies within this project show that the educators have mainly preschool teaching
competence. The education of the preschool teacher focuses on children’s development, socialisation, play
and learning. Through their work with children with disabilities, they have entered a new sphere of
activities. They have developed the play educational method of working further into a specific method in
special needs education (Blid & Lindberg, 2004; Bjorck Akesson, Brodin, Hellberg & Lindberg, 1988).
The educational field of knowledge has, affected by public interests and professional union considerations,
come to be adjusted and regulated through political decisions and instruments. This applies to both the
educational sphere of activities and the basic- as well as supplementary education. Special needs
educationalists working within child and youth habilitation centres participate in the same supplementary
education as educators aiming to work in preschool and schools in general. The educators in the child and
youth habilitation centres participate on teams with psychologists, trained social workers and those with
medical training. The educators express themselves and apprehend their task, their role and their
competence among themselves differently, as seen from linguistic forms and contextual connection
(Aman, 2002; 2004; Sjoberg, 1998). Group conversations including representatives from authorities and
special interest organisations show that the competence of the educators is both in demand and questioned.
The thesis study aims to develop and deepen the knowledge about the educational competence within the
child and youth habilitation centres.

Interest of the research and the purpose of the thesis

The purpose of the thesis is to examine how competence appears and is ex-pressed in conversations
between educators in different occupational groups. The study focuses on the way educational competence
is communicated, reflected and constructed by and between members of occupational groups within
habilitation. Because the educators relate their competence to their colleagues in the teams, it is interesting
to learn more about how representatives for other occupational categories look at special needs
educational competence.

Sphere of activities and field of knowledge

Child and youth habilitation centres — the principles of the task

The task of the child habilitation is to support and serve children with disabilities. Children and families
are offered the service from professional areas of competence: medical, social, psychological and
educational. The international classification of functioning, disability and health — ICF* (WHO, 2001)
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serves as guidance for the destination of intervention. Bjérck-Akesson and Granlund (2005) say that the
special needs educator is requested when it comes to the activity and participation of the child, as well as
environmental factors. From the 1980’s and onwards, intervention for children with disabilities and their
families has been organized in something called coordinated child and youth habilitation centres. Because
the professionals in the teams are supposed to coordinate their efforts together with the families, it is
family centred. The habilitation is to be based on the needs and desire of the families. Research on teams
indicates that such collaboration is expected to affect the competence of the professionals. Bailey (1984)
talks about transdisciplinary teams where the different specialists educate and develop each other. The
coordinated habilitation is based on the principles of the family perspective: closeness, accessibility as
well as a comprehensive view and inclusion.

The educational task

For more than 30 years, educators have worked within the expanding field of habilitation. The tasks have
developed from focusing on the child, its play activity counselling, into a more consultative task. When
looking at the national instruments, one can see certain ambivalence in the relation between educators in
different fields of activities within municipality and county council. Over time, ideas on how cooperation
between the organizations is to be shaped have changed. The specific competence of the educator is
emphasized, in relation to the need of information, education and continuity, above all for the families.
Earlier, the educator from habilitation had a consultative task in the municipal educational sector. The
supplementary education came to emphasize the role and mission of the special needs educationalists
through the educational political intention of “a school for everyone”. Guidance then became a central
aspect of the task of special needs educationalists (Aman, 2004; Lindberg, 1995). After 2001, The
Swedish Institute for Special Needs Education (a government authority) is responsible for supervising and
educating the local authorities personnel together with the educator of the municipality. Through this, the
guestion of the competence of the habilitation educator has arisen.

The special needs education field of competence

Special needs education is defined as an interdisciplinary field of knowledge (Fischbein 2001;2004;
Bjorck-Akesson, 2001; Bjérck-Akesson, Granlund & Simeonsson, 2005). It is a sphere within pedagogy
and the field of education which embraces more than just pre school ages. In Anglo American literature,
efforts in the early pre-school years are known as “early childhood intervention” to mark that the efforts
are about treatment during the first years of the child’s life. In Swedish texts this is often translated into
habilitation measures, or early childhood intervention. This is also an area of interdisciplinary knowledge
which includes more than special needs education.

Research in special needs education include both the needs and participation of the family as well as
the activities of special needs educationalists. The definition of special needs education has developed
over time. Today, we focus on the interaction between the conditions of the individual and the
environment. Special needs education handles issues and risk factors on different levels: individual, group
and society. This requires cooperation between professions, and depending on the sphere of activities and
discipline, the focus of special needs education will vary. Early intervention is seen as a part of the field of
knowledge of special needs education in this thesis.

Theoretical starting points

Research of professions focuses on mainly two things that are interesting for the question of competence
and profession of educators. The structural direction studies society’s use for and influence on the group
of profession. This is evident through regulated measures for academic education and assignments as well
as the conditions of the professions to fulfil specific professional criteria. The other direction, the
contextual, concerns the conditions of the occupational group based on both theoretical and practical
knowledge and skills. The practical operation is practised within sphere of activities which are studied



from a professional sociological perspective, with issues concerning the use for and contribution to society
for the occupational group. Actions are central seen from an operation theoretical perspective. There, the
specific significance of the relation between the professionals and their environment and interaction with
other participants is manifested (Liljestrand, 2003). Within the habilitation centres different professions
interact with each other and with families who have approached them. The different professions in the
teams contribute with their respective fields of knowledge to the mutual work of habilitation, which has
developed into a field of knowledge of its own (Bjérck-Akesson et al., 2005; Larsson, 2001; Hogberg,
1996). Professional spirit, autonomy and influence over education and research are common professional
criteria. When considering perspectives like these, teachers are normally regarded as semi professionals.
Research on special needs education as a profession has focused mainly on school as a field of activities
(Sahlin, 2005; Malmgren Hansen, 2002; Vernersson, 1995). Studies show that the special needs education
at university level has had an impact on the occupational identity of educators, their conception of the
mission and their method of working. Research also shows that the educator’s possibility of fulfilling their
task based on the intentions given by the education has been limited. This is regulated by instruments and
political intentions as well as by the contextual situation.

In this thesis, a theoretical model with seven components, used for professional competence, is
presented (Forslund and Jacobsen, 2000). It is a personal profile based on education, knowledge and
experiences, the goals for the activity, systematic base of theory for the task, set of methods, method of
working and techniques, ethical norms, and professional action or the making of decisions. Finally there
is professional reflection and evaluation. The evaluation is formulated in three steps: “reflection in
action”, “reflection on action” and “reflection for action”.

Knowledge that accentuates learning, interaction and creating meaning is central for competence
research. Competence is mainly argued in favour of using ideas of experience, familiarity, skills and
action. There is a communicative dimension through occupational language, reflection and “silent
knowledge” (Molander, 1997; Rolf, 1991). Talks and reflections concerning competence are particularly
interesting (Schon, 1987, 1988). Bachtin’s idea of speech genre and dialogue (1986; Skagen, 2003)
focusing on confined space conversation with influences from public space as well as from dialogism
(Dysthe & Igland, 2003; Wibeck, 2002; Linell, 1998) puts the focus group conversation of this
dissertation study into a theoretical perspective. The dialogue takes place on many different levels,
apprehensions and arguments are being constructed and related to each other. In the conversations within
the work categories, the discipline specific language is especially interesting.

Design and method of the research

This thesis research can be looked upon as an embedded case study design (DePoy & Gitlin, 1999), thus it
is an investigation of the interaction in dialogues within authentic occupational groups in child and youth
habilitation centres. The research is conducted using focus groups combined with an estimation
questionnaire, in order to validate the method of the research, and to offer each individual participant the
opportunity of expressing additional comments. The study consists of 14 focus groups including 78
representatives active within eleven different child and youth habilitation centres. The second informant
group is an interdisciplinary group containing eight special needs educationalists from different child and
youth habilitation centres. The third group of informants is made up of collaborative individuals with
different professions, in different groupings.

The questions at issue in the study:

+ What is the meaning of special needs educational competence within child and youth habilitation
centres?

¢ What are the educators’ assumptions about how this competence is developed, and what are their
experiences in this area?

+ How are the contributions of the educators in the habilitational process regarded in the teams?



+ How is the competence communicated, reflected and constructed between members in different
categories of work?

The data analysis is transcription based and has been carried out in different steps. By way of introduction,
a sequence and thematic analysis was made. After that, a dialogical content analysis was carried out. The
analysis of the construction of the conversation of the first focus group generated seven allembracing
fields of analysis codes: introducing, furthering, feedback, strengthening, opposition making, questions
and meta communication. Within every field there are several variations or subgroups. Indications from
the point of view of content when using metaphors, concrete examples and the concept of children are also
part of the key to the code.

Findings

The specific professional language of special needs educator

The conversations focus on special needs education competence. By bringing up competence, participants
place themselves at a meta language level. The educators themselves jointly express how they regard
additional skills they use in their work. This is mainly done by using what can be looked upon as
colloquial language. The lack of professional language conceptions such as participation, intervention and
medical terms is obvious. Nor do they relate directly to theories, and only to a limited extent to direct
methods and models.

Occupational groups that communicate with one another on a meta linguistic level talk about
competence and its specific expressions. In smaller groups, a more colloquial kind of language is used. In
these groups, many concrete examples are given, and a mutual understanding develops as several
participants contribute with their reflections. What they have in common is the fact that the educators
conceptualise their competence using colloquial terms containing very little professional language
conceptions. The educators regard themselves as interpreters and translators of medical and treatment
intervention into educational skills and functions in everyday life for children and parents. They talk about
children’s development using terms as “divergent” and “normal”. The educators have gathered experience
of divergent development working within child habilitation. It is likely that the linguistic usage is
influenced by medical or psychological terminology. When talking about pedagogy, participants address
concepts relating to learning and play, group activities and social development, teamwork. Play- and
group activities however prove to be articulated in a more limited way.

This analysis shows that competence is defined on the basis of interaction with children, parents and
families in their every day life. These concepts are also the ones mostly used when the educators describe
their competence. Competence is described as a meeting between different cultures, or as a capacity for
“seeing” the child and the family where they are. The result of the analysis reflects the linguistic usage
developed for meetings like these. What emerges is a kind of colloguial language adjusted to the whole
situation, to communication creating community.

Interactional talk in professional groups

Put together, the participants in the professional groups provide a rather clear image of the mission and the
competence. A professional profile appears, influenced by individual participants, but also by group size
and working methods. During the conversation, the participants take turns in taking the initiative creating
a dialogue in different phases in the conversation, rather than having participants covering their own
themes. The participants use reinforcements, metaphors and examples to support the conversation and to
create mutual platforms. Individual participants are not emphasized, nor is the excellence of the group or
the specific in the competence. The educational competence is distinguished by personal practical work
with children and adults. Using metaphors, the educators describe themselves as transferers of knowledge
and builders of networks. This is also indicated in the linguistic usage and attitude during the



conversation. Another characteristic is the fact that the participants don’t specify educational fields of
knowledge, inquiries and survey instruments.

Rather than opposing statements, there is a kind of culture of conversation where themes reappear from
another perspective later on in the conversation. This may indicate what Bakhtin (1986) presents as speech
genres or contextual dialogical patterns. This can also be seen as reflecting processes during the
conversation, according to Schon (1991) “reflection in action”. The participants in the occupational
groups ask each other few questions. It does not seem like they want to achieve consensus or provocation
or debate. This is where the larger occupational groups differ from the smaller ones. Guidance, which one
of the groups has had for a number of years, as well as the fact that reflection was used in one focus group,
may influence the occurrence of meta communicative conversations. Discipline specific language appears
to be everyday language, a tool adapted for meeting children and adults. This language contains a number
of universal utterances used individually by the members of the profession. Utterances such as guidance,
consultation and instruction lack mutual overtones specific for the profession.

The educators emphasize that the child itself is what is central in their competence. They talk about the
child’s possibilities and strengths but also about needs. In what way the needs relate to difficulties and to
the educational task within the habilitation is less likely to be mentioned. The educators’ dilemma is in
relation to the municipal educational activity. They take part in special needs educational problems in
municipal pre-school, but they have been limited to being informants on behalf of the parents. Participants
rarely express strategies commonly used within professions, discuss specific knowledge or establish
contacts with municipal co-operators. It seems like the educators haven’t found the forms for the
consultative task.

Educational activity using play as intervention, for children individually and in groups, is based on the
educator’s competence from pre-school teacher education. Using discipline specific language, they
emphasize tasks such as investigations and assessments, where play and educational activity are less
important, or simply non-existent. They discuss whether play educational work provides status. They note
that group activities with children within the habilitation centres take place without the presence of
educators. This however is not emphasized as a pedagogical dilemma.

The educational field within child and youth habilitation centres comes across as a inter professional
area. Special needs education is described as an interdisciplinary field of knowledge. In cooperation with
the other professions in the team, the educators claim that they develop their competence.

The educators emphasize that the interprofessional collaboration is the strength of their competence,
but also that it is a central dilemma. Relating as a professional and collaborating with representatives from
the medical field of competence is not unproblematic.

The ideas of the colleagues about competence

The significance of the educator is emphasized by the collaborators, especially when it comes to contact,
information and further training in preschool and school. The educational competence is said to “make a
difference” for the child, the parents, the team and the staff in preschool and school. The three
collaborative groups emphasize the educator’s ability to work in relation with children. Playing as
educational intervention and field of knowledge is emphasized in two groups.

The experience of the collaborators of the educator’s role and contributing competence is in accord
with the ideas of the educators themselves. All groups mention the mutual cooperation in the teamwork.
Using the hand as a metaphor, it seems like the educator’s colleagues in the teams consider both the
strength of the educational finger as well as its weaknesses. In an interdisciplinary group the participants
describe their competence using terms from the habilitational work. The educational competence is more
unambiguously related to children in preschool age, the development of the child, play and
communication. This indicated that once the habilitational task is emphasized, the educational contribution
will be more closely specified. Here, the character of the teamwork emphasizes adjustment and collabora-



tion. In the two other groups, as among the educators in occupational groups, this is rather expressed as
part of the educational competence profile. There the emphasis lies on the role of the educator as uniting,
the link of the team to family and preschool. Principally, it seems like the educator’s purpose is truly
served when it comes to the more all-embracing and habilitational tasks.

The language of the educator

The ability of the educator to use an everyday language is regarded as especially significant. It is about the
ability to explain and simplify medical jargon. Discipline specific language is said to be linked to action as
the educator elucidate the direct work with the children. The ability of using colloquial utterances is
mentioned. Through their cultural competence, the educators are significant when acting as interpreters or
as links between the medical world and the social pedagogical context. The educator becomes a link from
the habilitation centre to the preschool and school environment, and they bring back knowledge and
experiences to the team.

Regarding the reflections of the collaborators in the focus group

Focus groups with collaborators are operating within three different habilitation centres, where three of the
groups of educators also work. The constellations of the groups during the focus conversations provide
different conditions, and by that a basis of changing character. The focus group which is a genuine team
uses an inside perspective in its reflections. The participants are aware of each other’s prerequisites, and
are able to say something about the practical functionality in the competence of the colleagues. The
educator in the team says that she has had to point out that they were not going to discuss her as a person,
but the occupational group within the field of knowledge of special needs education that she represents.
There is a collective perspective in the reflections of the participants in the focus group consisting of
speech therapists. Like the educators, they discuss within their own occupational group. They discuss their
own competence, and the competence of another occupational group. The conversation is held on a more
meta linguistic level, as they discuss their own competence and that of educators. They make comparisons
and discuss conditions. The authentic groups refer to or rather exemplify special needs educational
competence using specific and named educators. Fields of knowledge appear through their occupational
representatives as individuals and through the contributions the make when working. In the
interdisciplinary group put together especially for the occasion of the focus group, the participants reflect
using an outside perspective. When describing their competence, they seems to make declarations to each
other. Educators appear as a group of more general character. The participants relate to experiences using
a more comprehensive vocabulary, because the experiences are not always mutual. There is a professional
distancing which opens up for a certain amount of critical attitude. Statements about education and tasks
however are based on experiences more than solid knowledge. The co-operators mainly problemize
supplementary education and its lack of predictability, as well as its relation to municipal activity. Here,
this concerns the professional role of the educators.

Conclusions

The competence that appears in the occupational group conversations of the educators and in the opinions
of the collaborator, is based on educational praxis and characterized by social responsivity. What appears
is the educator’s ability to adapt, for the good of children and families as well as for the team and for the
organization. As a consequence for the educators as an occupational group, professional strategies are left
out and essential competence characteristics are being held back. This regards what the educators
themselves talk about as preschool educational competence, working with children individually and in
groups. Several occupational groups talk about play-educational work when making surveys and doing
interventions. However, this doesn’t come across as a systematized method of working for the profession.
The competence of the educators is emphasized as pedagogy of the moment. When meeting the child and
the family, the educator adjusts his or her knowledge and experiences to the environment and the everyday
situation. Special needs educationalists within child and youth habilitation centres have competence based



on knowledge and practical experiences from three spheres of activity. It is the sphere of preschool, the
sphere of special needs education and the sphere of habilitation.
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