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Abstract 

This study analyses special teacher education (STE) curricula from six Finnish and seven Swedish univer-

sities through the lenses of inclusive education. The written academic curricula reflect scientific, profes-

sional, social, and ethical values, goals, and competencies in education, school, and society. The results 

show that Finnish and Swedish STE curricula have similarities and differences. The main focus is on re-

moving barriers from learning. Finnish STE can be described as a “combo degree,” in which various 

learning difficulties are addressed, while Swedish STE is a specialization degree with five different op-

tions. Guided teaching practice as part of the studies is essential in Finnish education but does not exist as 

such in Sweden. Core values of inclusive elements were embedded in the curriculum of both countries, 

often in the form of co-operation as well as in the form of means of supporting all learners and of valuing 

learner diversity. Based on our results, we claim that STE can be described in terms of inclusive special 

education. The core contents of the STE curricula in these two countries are discussed and compared. 
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Introduction 

In this article, we study the written curricula of special teacher education in two Nordic 

countries, Finland and Sweden. Our study attempts to find answers to the following 

questions: What is the curricular framework of special teacher education (STE) in Fin-

land and Sweden? What is the common content of STE curricula in Finnish and Swe-

dish universities? What are the main curricular similarities and differences in these two 
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countries? These issues are studied using the inclusive core values as a framework, in 

order to determine whether there are elements of inclusive education in the curricula. 

Today the leading educational policy in most Western countries is inclusion (Ain-

scow, Booth & Dyson, 2006; European Agency for Special Needs and Inclusive Educa-

tion, 2018; Lomazzi, Borisch & Laaser, 2014; UNESCO, 1994). Special education solu-

tions seem contradictory to this policy, which can be one reason why little research is 

done on STE in a Nordic as well as in an international context. In Florida, Darling, 

Dukes & Hall (2016) studied possible universals in STE, but they did not go into details 

regarding the content. When the content of the studies has been examined, STE has pri-

marily been compared to general teacher education (Cochran-Smith & Dudley-Marling, 

2012; Feng & Sass, 2013). Nevertheless, the European Agency for Development in Spe-

cial Needs Education (2011) underlines that the awareness of diversity among student 

teachers needs to be raised and inclusive values should be included in all teacher educa-

tion. That is why we study STE in an inclusive framework. However, inclusive educa-

tion is challenging to define. Although inclusion and ‘education for all’ were agreed to 

be goals in education already in UNESCO (1994), there is no clear consensus what 

these concepts really mean (Bossaert, Colpin, Pijl & Petry, 2011; Norwich, 2013). Sev-

eral researchers use these as meaning educating children with special educational needs 

in mainstream education (e.g. Day & Prunty, 2015; Schwab, Holzinger, Krammer, 

Gebhartdt & Hessels, 2015). However, that narrows the concept of inclusion to concern 

only special educational needs. But, if ‘education for all’ means to develop the full po-

tential of every individual and inclusive education means the end of all discrimination 

and fostering social cohesion, the content of these concepts are quite similar, says Ki-

uppis (2014). It is crucial to keep in mind that inclusion does not mean just presence, 

but also increasing the participation and achievement of all children (Forlin, 2013; 

Qvortrup & Qvortrup, 2018).  

In this article, we study STE curricula in Finland and Sweden through the lenses of 

inclusive education. The European Agency project on teacher education for inclusion 

(European Agency for Development in Special Needs Education, 2011) involved sev-

eral countries during 2010-2011 and more than 100 educational professionals, who all 

were representatives from the European Commission, OECD- Centre for Educational 

Research and Innovation or from UNESCO- International Bureau of Education. A wide-

spread agreement on how to define core values and teacher competencies in relation to 

them was achieved. We use the four core values from the agreement in this article, in 

order to study whether they are represented in STE. These core values, which are the 

theoretical framework of our article, are valuing learner diversity, supporting all learn-

ers, working with others, and personal professional development (see Watkins & Don-

nelly, 2014). As a teacher competence, valuing learner diversity means, for example, 

that learner differences are seen as resources and assets in education. Supporting all 

learners includes that teachers are supposed to have the competence to set high expecta-
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tions for everyone’s achievement. Collaboration and teamwork with various stakehold-

ers are seen as essential values. Finally, professional development is perceived to be a 

lifelong process, a possibility for teachers in an inclusive school. (Watkins & Donnelly, 

2014) We assume that STE is in line with current educational policy and, as such, pro-

motes inclusion. Nevertheless, it is often evaluated as segregating (Pijl, 2016). But, 

since some of the core values of inclusion are represented in STE curriculum, it could 

be seen as a curriculum that contains inclusive elements.  

Although Finland and Sweden are similar social and democratic societies, educa-

tional differences exist. For example, the Program for International Student Assessment 

(PISA) success has been much higher among Finnish 15-year-olds than among Swedish 

students of the same age (OECD, 2016; OECD, 2017). Sweden also has two types of 

special education professionals: special teachers who work mainly with pupils and 

SENCOs (special needs education coordinator) who work with adults and pupils. Fin-

land has just special teachers. Teacher education has been offered as a master’s degree 

in Finland since 1979, but in Sweden, it has only been offered for subject teachers at 

secondary or upper secondary school since 2007 (Jakku-Sihvonen & Niemi, 2006; SOU 

2008: 109). In addition, Finland has 2300 comprehensive schools (OSF, 2018), of 

which only 80 are private schools (YLE, 2015). Sweden has more private schools than 

Finland, in some municipalities even more than public schools, and the number is in-

creasing (Dovemark & Erixon-Arreman, 2017; Malinen, Väisänen, & Savolainen, 

2012). Finland has no regular compulsory national test system for primary education 

(grades 1-9), but Sweden does (Finnish National Agency for Education, 2017; the Swe-

dish National Agency for Education, 2017). Involving two countries in the study can 

provide more perspectives than having just one country involved. There needs not to be 

contrasts between different countries, but rather linkages across space, time and place, 

especially between two neighbouring countries. That is why we approach them with the 

desire to understand the linkages to inclusive educational policy (see also Bartlett & 

Vavrus, 2017). We suppose that the special education-related needs are quite similar in 

two Nordic welfare states, both of which have 9-year compulsory education with special 

education services included (see also Arnesen & Lundahl, 2006; Lundahl, 2016). 

Context 

The Finnish Ministry of Education has formulated common criteria for teacher educa-

tion. A teaching degree in Finland consists of 300 ECTS (credits in the European Credit 

Transfer System)4 (except for the kindergarten teacher degree, which is at the bachelor’s 

level, consisting of 180 ECTS) (Niemi & Jakku-Sihvonen, 2006; Vitikka, et al., 2012). 

Finnish teacher education leads to different teacher degrees, like class, subject, or a spe-

cial teacher’s degree. The last one provides professional competence to enable one to 

work as a special teacher (Finnish Council of State, 2004, § 19). A teaching degree in 

                                                 
4 One full year of study is equivalent of 60 ECTS. 300 ECTS indicates a full-time five year of studies. 
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Sweden is 180 ECTS for a kindergarten teacher, 240 ECTS for a primary education 

teacher, 270 ECTS for a lower secondary education teacher, and 300-330 ECTS for an 

upper secondary education teacher. A special teacher, or a special education needs co-

ordinator, SENCo (in Swedish special pedagogue) degree can only be obtained after an 

initial general teacher degree (Swedish Higher Education Authority, 2017; Swedish Na-

tional Agency for Education, 2017). In many countries, special teachers are usually edu-

cated separately from general education teachers, with their own separate curriculum 

(Cochran-Smith & Dudley-Marling, 2012; Pijl, 2010). This is also the case in both Fin-

land and Sweden. 

In Finland, after a kindergarten, primary, or secondary teaching degree, STE com-

prises 60 ECTS, of which 20-25 ECTS (basic studies in special education) needs to be 

done before entering STE and the rest can be obtained in one year. In Sweden, a STE 

degree is 90 ECTS. A teaching degree and 1-3 years of teaching experience at a school, 

or in kindergarten, are required to start special teacher studies in Finland and Sweden 

(University of Helsinki, 2017; University of Stockholm, 2017). In comparison to stu-

dents who enter directly into a regular teacher education program from school, this is a 

unique situation. STE students have experiences as teachers and have encountered chal-

lenging situations and pupils with special needs at school. In Finland, there is also an-

other way to become a special teacher: one can study special education as one’s major 

for five years, and then, as part of these studies, pursue a special teacher degree. How-

ever, this article focuses on the most common method of earning a special teacher de-

gree, which is after kindergarten, primary or secondary or upper secondary school 

teacher studies.  

In Sweden, mainstream schools have either a special teacher or a SENCo, sometimes 

a school has both. Special teachers and SENCo’s support pupils and staff inside and 

outside the classroom. The tasks of these two occupational groups differ from one mu-

nicipality to the next. The SENCo’s work is somewhat different and the reason for hav-

ing two professions has historical roots (see, e.g. Göransson, Lindqvist, Klang, Magnus-

son & Nilholm, 2015a; Von Ahlefeldt Nisser, 2014). SENCo’s work primarily with 

teams and consult teachers. They also serve as a resource for the pupil’s health team. 

Conversely, special teachers have closer ties with classroom work (Göransson, Lind-

qvist, & Nilholm, 2015b). In this article, the focus in Sweden is on special teachers, 

whose work content and responsibilities resemble those of Finnish special teachers. 

There are, however, no SENCo’s in Finland working at schools with a similar work pro-

file as Swedish SENCO’s (see also Takala & Ahl, 2014). Several municipalities have, 

however, a SENCO coordinating the special education system at the municipal level in 

Finland.  

The studies for a STE degree for primary and secondary school teachers in Finland 

and Sweden are not differentiated by age groups; rather, they include aspects of pri-

mary, secondary, and upper secondary education. In Finland, they also include kinder-

garten education. 
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The content of the special education curriculum has had a deficit approach (see, e.g., 

Cobb, 2016), which focuses on the child as the cause of the problems. This could be 

seen in a study about Finnish STE curriculum (Hausstätter & Takala, 2008), in which 

central issues taught to future special teachers consisted of various difficulties as well as 

challenges in child development. The focus being on disabilities, and on the individual 

as the problem, reflects the medical model of disability (Reindal, 2008). The language 

we use to describe individuals with disabilities influences, for example, our expectations 

and interactions with them (Haegele & Hodge, 2016). We assume that the deficit, also 

called the medical model, is recessive in the 21st century, with the inclusive core values, 

such as valuing learner diversity and supporting all learners (see also Watkins & Don-

nelly, 2014). The social model of disability, focusing more on the environment, could 

serve STE and promote inclusive special education (see Hornby, 2015; Takala, Pirt-

timaa & Törmänen, 2009). 

Method 

The special teacher education (STE) curricula in Finnish and Swedish universities were 

collected from the website of each university. If essential information was not available 

from this source, the institute was contacted, and the information was obtained upon re-

quest. We studied the curriculum from all six universities offering STE in Finland (Uni-

versities of Eastern Finland, Helsinki, Jyväskylä, Oulu, Turku, and Vaasa). In Sweden, 

there are currently seven universities and three colleges offering STE. We limited our 

study to the universities in Sweden (University of Karlstad, Linköping, Linneaus, Upp-

sala, Stockholm, Umeå, and Gothenburg), and thereby excluded the colleges in order to 

have a similar number of universities from both countries. In addition, we focused on 

STE; the SENCo education is omitted from this analysis while there are no SENCo’s at 

school in Finland.  

First, we investigate the framework of the education before we move on to the objec-

tives and content of every course included in the STE program. The curricula are ana-

lysed using conventional and summative content analysis (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005; 

Kondracki, Wellman & Amudson, 2002; Saraisky, 2015), within the frame of inclusive 

education (Boot & Ainscow, 2002; Watkins & Donnelly, 2014). Content analysis can be 

defined as a process of bringing the meaning of data to the surface (Merriam, 2009). 

Conventional content analysis is used to condense data, and summative content analysis 

is used to quantify qualitative data when relevant. It is a powerful data reduction tech-

nique; it is a systematic, replicable technique for compressing many words of text into 

fewer content categories (Stemler, 2001). 

Three researchers, two Swedish speaking and one Finnish speaking (who can also 

read Swedish), have read the data and analysed the contents: first separately and then 

jointly comparing and compressing the results. The trustworthiness was verified with 

several authors who read the source material (see also Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  
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This study has limitations. We only used curricula and course descriptions and did 

not study the literature or other material that the students had to read. Also, the Swedish 

SENCOs were excluded even though they belong to the whole picture of special educa-

tion in Sweden. In addition, we only studied written curricula—not the implemented or 

learned ones. Nevertheless, the studied work content resembles what has been found in 

other studies related to this area (Göransson et al., 2015a; Hausstätter & Takala 2008). 

Results 

The Framework of Finnish and Swedish Special Teacher Education Curric-

ula 

All Finnish universities offering the 60 ECTS STE programmes, except one, have a 

minimum of 20-25 ECTS in basic special education studies as an admission requirement 

to the program. Swedish Universities offering the 90 ECTS STE programmes, offer 30 

ECTS in one semester.  

Three Finnish universities offer optional courses with 3-7 ECTS (University of East-

ern Finland, Jyväskylä, and Turku), which means that students can choose some part of 

their studies. No specialization is possible; however, the optional courses can be seen as 

a small possibility to specialize. Only one Swedish university offers optional courses 

(Linneus). However, the Swedish STE is specialized in five directions (30 ECTS each): 

language, writing, and reading development; mathematical development; deafness and 

hearing; visual impairment and intellectual impairment/ learning disabilities. Stockholm 

University is the only university in our data that offers all five specialisations. Other 

universities offer specialization in one (Karlstad and Uppsala), two (Linneus), or three 

areas (Umeå, Gothenburg, and Linköping). The special teacher studies are mainly car-

ried out part-time, and, therefore, last three years or STE is offered on a full-time basis 

over 1.5 years (Umeå). While STE is a kind of in-service training, it can be seen as pro-

fessional development, which is a core value in inclusion. 

In both countries, STE is offered as web-based education and as so-called campus 

education carried out at the universities. It is not possible to obtain the degree by partici-

pating in web-based classes only or by participating in campus-based classes only. In 

both countries, STE consists of a mix of web-based and campus located elements, 

which education means that students can work during their studies, but still have to be 

present at the university for several weeks in Finland (from 7 to 12 weeks), or for sev-

eral days in Sweden (from 6 to 48 days/year). Using a mix of two different ways of 

study can be seen as inclusive. It costs to travel to study at the university, although the 

education itself is free. For some disabled students, it can also be easier to participate in 

web-based education. However, teachers have mixed views on web-based teaching 

(Erguvan, 2014). 
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The core of special teacher education in Finland and in Sweden 

Three courses are common in STE at all six Finnish universities and have titles that are 

quite similar. The amount of ECTS for each course is presented in order to highlight the 

weighting of the courses in the total 60 ECTS (Finnish) and 90 ECTS (Swedish) STE-

degree. These courses are Professional Expertise (5-6 ECTS), Guided Teaching Prac-

tice (5-10 ECTS), and Challenges in Language Development (3-5 ECTS). In addition, 

three other courses are included in the core of Finnish STE, namely Challenges in So-

cio-Emotional Development, in Reading and Writing, and Mathematical development, 

all 3-5 ECTS. The Swedish core has somewhat similar elements, although the titles of 

the courses differ. The core is formed of these themes: Special Teachers’ Areas of Re-

sponsibilities and Roles, Specialisation of a Special Teacher, and Perspectives on Spe-

cial Education and Learning, all 5-10 ECTS. In addition, all seven Swedish universities 

have courses called Science Theory and Methodology (10-15 ECTS) and Independent 

Degree Thesis (15 ECTS). 

 

The common core 

The core courses Professional Expertise/Growth/Development in Finland and Special 

Teachers’ Areas of Main Responsibilities and Roles in Sweden have similar content and 

goals. The content includes both theoretical aspects of professional knowledge and prac-

tical skills, such as knowing and using various educational documents, writing an indi-

vidual educational plan, knowing educational legislation, and applying various interven-

tions and evaluation methods. This course also includes various aspects of co-operation 

with different stakeholders: “The student knows the basic principles of multi-profes-

sional work” (University of Turku, 2017). Similar content exists in Sweden: “The stu-

dent should be able to demonstrate ability to be a qualified conversation partner and ad-

viser in matters relating to children and pupils’ learning and knowledge development” 

(U. of Uppsala). 

The Swedish five specialization courses have similar elements, but more ECTS than 

the Finnish shorter courses about Challenges in Language, Social and Emotional Diffi-

culties or Reading, Writing or Mathematical development. These courses include typi-

cal and atypical development of, for example, language, speech, behaviour, reading, 

writing and mathematical skills, as well as rehabilitation related to these areas. In Finn-

ish curricula, the goal, in relation to the core areas, is specified by the following word-

ing:  “The student knows difficulties in speech, language and communication, their 

background, evaluation, ways of support and rehabilitation” (U. of Turku, 2017), or “A 

student knows the typical development of reading and writing skills and recognises dif-

ferent developments both in technical reading and orthography, as well as in reading 

comprehension and productive writing” (U. of Oulu, 2017). The Swedish specialisation 

comprises approximately one-third of the total ECTS in education. The goal emphasises 

that:  “The student should demonstrate in-depth ability to critically and independently 
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carry out pedagogical writing and reading investigations and analyze difficulties for the 

individual in the learning environments where the student is taught.” (U. of Linneus)  

The common core includes elements of teachers’ professionalism and aspects related 

to the diversity of development. These have links to all core values of inclusion. The 

curricula include issues related to valuing learner diversity, skills to support all learners, 

collaboration and consultation, including working with others, and issues related to 

teachers’ professional development for example in demands on critical thinking and re-

flection (see Watkins & Donnelly, 2014). 

Differences 

Although the STE is similar in several aspects in the two countries, differences are also 

visible. Guided teaching Practice is compulsory at every university in the Finnish data, 

but not at all in the Swedish data. Teaching practice is mainly split into two, three or 

four week periods. The students follow an experienced special teacher for some time, 

often one week, and then they teach, organise interventions and evaluate pupils. At the 

University of Jyväskylä, one goal for guided teaching practice is that “the student can 

plan and execute teaching based on individual needs.” Similar kinds of goals are written 

in the curriculum of every university regarding guided teaching practice. In addition, in 

the teaching practice, “the student can use the learned theories [...] and can adapt re-

search and intervention methods learned during special teacher education” (U. of 

Jyväskylä). After the guided teaching practice, the students usually need to write a re-

flective report about the practice period. Although Sweden has no guided teaching prac-

tice, the students can practice new skills directly while working as teachers in school 

and at the same time studying STE part-time for three years. Nevertheless, they miss out 

on the opportunity of receiving advice or guidance from an experienced supervisor. 

The methodology course in the Swedish universities focuses on both quantitative and 

qualitative methods, as well as on the research process. In the course Independent De-

gree Thesis, the student must demonstrate that he or she can undertake a small scientific 

study. The Finnish students have already written a Master’s thesis before entering into 

the STE program, but, if they want, they can study methodology. Some Finnish univer-

sities still ask their students to write a small thesis within the STE program, but not all. 

The theme Perspectives on Special Education and Learning is common to all Swe-

dish universities. The content focuses on historical and cultural perspectives in a socie-

tal context—for example, gender, class, ethnicity, and identity development. The key 

concepts are inclusion, normality, segregation, differentiation, and participation. All 

these perspectives and concepts are represented in various courses in Finnish STE but 

there is not a specific course dedicated to them. 

The consultant role is mentioned in the context of co-operation in one or two courses, 

or in course titles, from six of the seven Swedish universities, but it is not mentioned in 

the Finnish courses or course titles. 
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The main difference between the STE in these two Nordic countries is the difference 

in focus. Finnish universities teach a little about several learning difficulties, while Swe-

dish universities teach more about fewer learning difficulties. The Finnish degree is a 

combo-degree while the Swedish degree is more focused. 

Special and/or Inclusive? 

The word “inclusion” was seldom used in either countries’ curricula. In Finnish curric-

ula, it was only listed in the content description as one theme in basic studies of special 

education (U. of Oulu 2017). One course title with the word inclusion was found from 

Jyväskylä University, namely: Inclusive Educational Environment and Co-operation, 

and only one course in the Swedish data refers explicitly to inclusion: Inclusion and Ex-

clusion in Special Needs Education (U. of Uppsala 2016). However, the goals of several 

courses include the word inclusion in the text, such as: “creating inclusive learning envi-

ronments for the pupils” (U. of Karlstad, 2016). Concepts related to participation (e.g. 

U. of Umeå, 2016) or design for all (U. of Oulu, 2017) can also be considered referring 

to inclusion. How about the inclusive values? 

Traces of the core values of inclusion (see Watkins & Donnelly, 2014) were present 

in both Finnish and Swedish curricula. Valuing learner diversity could be detected in 

the way diversity was discussed in the texts. The curricula from both countries con-

tained several courses that included the word challenges or problems in the course title. 

Traces of the deficit model (e.g. Reindal, 2008) could be seen in these titles that are re-

ferring to a difficulty, disability, or medical challenge: Challenges in Behaviour (U. of 

Helsinki), Challenges in Learning Mathematics (U. of Oulu), and Difficulties in lan-

guage, writing and reading development (U. of Uppsala and Stockholm, 2016). How-

ever, some universities mention “Opportunities and Obstacles to Learning” (e.g. in U. 

of Linköping, 2016) and “Special Support for Language, Writing, and Reading Learn-

ing” (U. of Linneaus, 2016). The word opportunities give a more positive connotation in 

the title than the word challenges and does not reflect the deficit model (Reindal, 2008). 

Both the concept opportunities and the concept support were present in the titles (U. of 

Helsinki, 2017; U. of Turku, 2017) and therefore we claim that the deficit approach is 

not the only approach present, but the Finnish and Swedish curricula also underline the 

importance of focusing on the strengths and possibilities of the pupils (see Pickl, Hol-

zinger, & Kopp-Sixth, 2016; Uusitalo-Malmivaara, 2015). This can implicitly be seen 

as an expression of valuing learner diversity and not seeing diversity as a problem. 

Also, the core value supporting all learners was present. If a child has learning diffi-

culties, the STE content presents students with available methods and interventions to 

work with the children. The curricula emphasize studies of both social and behavioral 

issues in order to be able to support all learners in schools. The core value of inclusion, 

supporting all learners, was also present in the STE curricula while the students had to 
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study ethics and current educational documents, such as acts and national recommenda-

tions and educational legislation in both countries, where supporting all learners is dis-

cussed. 

The core value working with others was more visible in the Swedish STE curricula in 

the form of consultation than in the Finnish one. Nevertheless, multi-professional work 

was underlined in both countries. The word co-operation was used in the titles and goals 

of several courses in both countries: “The student receives competencies […] to work in 

multi-professional teams, in different networks, and in the work community” (U. of 

Oulu, 2017). “A student is able to make and fulfil an IEP of an individual pupil in co-

operation with other stakeholders” (U. of Umeå, 2016). Co-operation was also used in 

several titles: Participation and co-operational environment (U. of Eastern Finland) or 

Special teachers’ multi-dimensional co-operation (U. of Turku). 

The core value Personal professional development was the goal of the whole year for 

the students, as the education itself is an in-service education.  It was also a goal in de-

scriptions of guided teaching practice in Finnish curricula and in descriptions of courses 

including independent thesis writing in Swedish curricula. Thus, we can speak of inclu-

sive special education in the curricula, either explicitly with inclusive concepts like par-

ticipation and a school for all in the text, or sometimes implicitly with texts about equal-

ity. The comparative results of the contents of STE are summarized in Figure 1. 

 

Figure 1: Common and different contents of Special Teacher Education curriculum 

in Universities of Finland (F) and Sweden (S) 

 

Discussion 

A vision of STE in this research included recognizing and removing barriers to learning 

and participation. The key elements in the STE curricula in these two Nordic countries 

http://www.nordiccie.org/


Takala, Nordmark & Allard     30 

 

nordiccie.org NJCIE 2019, Vol. 3(2), 20-36 

are professional expertise, including various skills and basic tools like individual educa-

tional plans, and a lot of information of the diversity of children’s development and in 

relation to that, various intervention methods. Co-operation is also at the core of STE as 

well as inclusive educational policy via national regulations. In addition, the Swedish 

STE includes writing a thesis and studying scientific methodology, which have already 

been done by Finnish students prior to their STE (see Jakku-Sihvonen & Niemi, 2006). 

Finnish STE includes several weeks of guided teaching practice which also means col-

laboration with colleagues. The European Agency for Development in Special Needs 

Education (2011) underlines that teaching practice needs to be supported by intellectual 

analysis and a clear understanding of theoretical issues in order to close the practice-the-

ory gap. 

According to an older study (Hausstätter & Takala, 2008), the core content of the 

Finnish STE contained teaching practice and three main areas: instruction in reading 

and writing difficulties, mathematical challenges, and behavioural challenges. Today, 

approximately 10 years after that research was carried out, we can see that changes have 

occurred. The core still includes knowledge of various challenges, but also other as-

pects, such as collaboration and inclusive values. 

Both STE curricula include elements of web-based studies, however more so in Swe-

den. More campus-based education is carried out in Finland. Interestingly, teachers with 

higher internet self-efficacy seem to have higher motivation toward web-based profes-

sional development (see Kao, Wu & Tsai, 2011), which means that web-based studies 

may be segregative to some students. 

Teacher education has been accused of being too homogenous and unwilling to take 

risks or try radically new approaches (McCall, 2017). Is inclusive education a risk? Is 

that a reason why Finland and Sweden, as well as many other countries, have separate 

special teacher education? The vision is not necessarily to do away with STE or to com-

bine STE with general teacher education. However, they could benefit from approach-

ing each other since, at school, general and special teachers have common responsibili-

ties for the education of diverse learners (Da Fonte & Barton-Arwood, 2017; Nauk-

karinen, 2010). 

The importance of globalisation is underlined in teacher education, while there is an 

increasing array of global problems in the 21st century (Xin, Avvardo, Shuff, Cormier & 

Doorman, 2016). Inclusive teacher education might respond to this need. The interna-

tional and Nordic trend towards inclusive education is strong (Hausstätter, 2014; Nil-

holm, 2007; Pulkkinen & Jahnukainen, 2016; Thomazet, 2009), so it cannot be ignored 

in any teacher education. The STE curricula studied here had elements of the core val-

ues of inclusive education. Therefore, we could cautiously talk of inclusive special edu-

cation while the philosophy and values of inclusion and the interventions and strategies 

of special education were combined (see also Hornby, 2015). Thus, it seems possible to 

be special and inclusive at the same time. 

http://www.nordiccie.org/
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Although inclusive education is the leading educational policy in several countries 

today, other voices are being heard. In Sweden and in the USA, the neoliberal agenda 

points at other goals (e.g. accountability, flexibility and choice) than what the inclusive 

core values point at. In neoliberalism, there might be a hidden ableistic and normative 

agenda (Waitoller & Kozleski, 2015). National testing, as well as an increasing amount 

of private schools, like in Sweden (Dovemark & Erixon-Arreman, 2017; Swedish Na-

tional Agenda for Education, 2017b), can be signs of this. Conceptions of teachers’ pro-

fessionalism differ between countries. In England, they are shaped by a drive to raise 

standards and commercialize professionalism, while in Finland they are influenced by 

thoughts on teacher empowerment (Webb et al., 2004). Traditionally, Scandinavian 

countries have built their education on values representing equality. However, during 

the last 20 years, these countries have increasingly adopted market-led reforms of edu-

cation, especially Sweden. It has allowed private providers to play quite a significant 

role in delivering education services (Wiborg, 2013). If neoliberalism has an impact on 

STE remains to be seen. 

We can conclude that Finnish and Swedish special teachers receive a varied and di-

verse education, which gives them tools to work with pupils who struggle in learning as 

well as tools to work for inclusion. All in all, the STE is somewhere in between inclu-

sion and exclusion if they are seen as extremes in a dimension (Qvortrup & Qvortrup, 

2018). The place of STE in this dimension varies in different countries. In the era of in-

clusive educational policy, the STE curricula could (should?) include inclusive values 

and as such, become special and inclusive.  
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