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Abstract. Children and students with functional disorders are one of the target groups of the inclusive
education. Students with functional disorders can adapt in general education schools faster if their intellectual
development is within the normal range. This group usually consists of disabled students, but they are able to
master general education programmes successfully with an assistant’s support. The purpose of the article is to
explore the problems of assistants’ support for students with functional disorders in general education schools.
Adaptation of these students to general education schools would facilitate their development and enable
them to undertake further studies not only in vocational education, but also in higher educational institutions.
Assistant’s support would promote the adaptation of these students to the class environment and ease the daily
life of their parents. Having assessed the current situation, the authors conclude that the assistant’s support will
be effective if the assistant’s functions and roles are recognized and if training of assistants for students with
functional disorders in general education schools is ensured.
Key words: inclusive education, students with functional disorders, assistant, assistant’s duties.

Introduction

25 years passed since the Salamanca Conference
1994, when serious attention was paid to the necessity
of the inclusive education, and the concept of
inclusion came into common use (UNESCO, 1994).
Nevertheless, the issue of inclusion of children with
functional disorders in general education schools
is still topical. Since then, our society experienced
certain changes in the attitude towards people
who have some functional disorders. If we speak
about the inclusive education, we have to separate
the concepts of inclusion and integration, and this
is one of the reasons why the implementation of
the inclusive education has so many unanswered
questions. According to the definition by UNESCO,
inclusive education is a process where the respective
needs of any student are ensured, thus increasing the
possibilities to get involved in the process of studies,
culture and various societies for everyone (Daniela
& Varkals, 2013). Inclusive education is to be
implemented starting with the moment when a child
is born (Казанцева & Биляченко, 2017). Inclusive
education reduces the possibilities of excluding
students with functional disorders from the process of
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acquiring education. The role of inclusive education
is highlighted in various levels documents and
regulatory enactments of the world (UNESCO1994,
2015; United Nations, 2011, 2015), Europe (Eiropas
speciālās izglītības aģentūra, 2009; Iekļaujošās
izglītības manifests. Kas būtu nekavējoties jādara?,
2012; UNESCO, 2018) and Latvia (LR Saeima,
1999, 2011; Kārtība, kādā piešķir un finansē asistenta
pakalpojumu izglītības iestādē, 2012). Despite the
fact that we have made a good progress in other
aspects of the inclusive education, the role of the
assistant in the implementation of inclusive education
in general education schools so far has been little
studied in the researches by Latvian pedagogy and
psychology scientists. Four promotional papers have
been defended in the inclusive education (Bērziņa,
2010; Guseva, 2012; Nīmante, 2008; Rozenfelde,
2016) (Nīmante, 2018), but the role of assistant in
general education schools has not been studied in
the researches by Latvian pedagogy scientists. At the
same time, the research by The State Audit Office (LR
Valsts kontrole, 2015) established that the assistants’
services in education institutions is not the most
efficient support service contributing to the inclusion
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of the functionally impaired students in general
education schools.

Materials and Methods

The purpose of the article is to explore the problems
of assistants’ support for students with functional
disorders in general education schools. In order to
assess the assistant’s role in the implementation of
inclusive education, the authors of the article chose
the methods as follows: 1) the analysis of theoretical
insights and regulatory documents; 2) reflection
of personal experience of the authors acquired
during their professional activity (social worker,
psychologist); 3) analysis of the statistical data related
to the researched target groups.

Results and Discussion

The problem of inclusive education is highly
topical nowadays, as the number of children and
adults with special needs increases not only in Latvia,
but also in other states of the world. The Global
Education Meeting that took place in Brussels in
December 2018 introduced the implementation of the
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 4 Goal –
to ensure inclusive and equitable quality education
and promote life-long learning opportunities for
all (UNESCO, 2018). An important attribute of the
information society is aiming at universal human
values, that is, integration of science, culture and
education (Пашкова & Скуднова, 2018). The concept
of inclusive education is characterised by (Пашкова
& Скуднова, 2018): a) equal rights to the appropriate
comprehensive development, communication and
education for all children; psychological pedagogical
support; b) joint studying and upbringing of children
with and without functional disorders; c) catering to
the needs for support and friendly attitude of the peer.
Implementing the inclusive education, the concepts of
integration and inclusion should be distinguished.
Gradual transition from the integration concept
to the inclusive education concept can be depicted as
follows (Table 1).

Rather than adapting students to the defined
requirements, inclusive education involves changing
the school activity and searching for new pedagogical
approaches in educating of students with special
needs (Iekļaujošās izglītības manifests. Kas būtu
nekavējoties jādara?, 2012; Loreman, Deppeler &
Harvey, 2005; Rozenfelde, 2018; UNESCO, 2015;
Казанцева & Биляченко, 2017; Пашкова &
Скуднова, 2018).
We will proceed with the characterisation of
functional disorders, which should be included in the
general education schools.
The Education law defines that a child with
special needs is “a child requiring additional medical,
pedagogical and social assistance due to some
dysfunctions of internal organs’ systems caused by
disease, trauma or congenital defect, regardless of
whether disability has or has not been assigned”.
The Law on Social Services and Social Assistance defines the term of functional disorder as a disorder
of a physical or mental nature caused by a disease,
trauma or congenital defect which restricts the ability
of a person to work, take care of himself or herself
and makes it difficult for the person to integrate into
society (LR Saeima, 2003). Functional limitation –
a disorder of human body functions, activities and
involvement caused by a disease, trauma or congenital
defect (VDEĀVK (Guidelines for the Evaluation of
a Person’s Health, Functional Capacity and General
Working Capacities), 2013). The distinction is made
between (Waddington & Diller, 2002): a) medical
model; b) social model, which characterises any loss
of health as a disadvantage or exclusion and which
can be improved by the appropriate health care and
social care politics and the financial support system.
Social policy documents applicable in Europe are
mainly based on this social welfare model and
therefore they are based on the medical definition
of disability (VDEĀVK, 2013). According to the
World Report on Disability, the disability should be
perceived as a normal part of anyone’s life (Pasaules
veselības organizācija, 2003). This is a so-called
“bio-psychosocial model of disability”. Impotence

The transition from the integration concept to the inclusive education concept
(according to Пашкова&Скуднова, 2018)

Table 1

Regular education

Special education

Integrated education

Inclusive education

Regular child

Special needs child

The system remains the same.

All children are different.

Regular teachers

Special teachers

Regular schools

Special schools

A child either adapts to the
Similar rights for all
system or becomes unacceptable children.
for it.
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or disability is the general concept that involves
worsening of condition, limitation of activities and
movements, limitation of involvement and negative
aspects of correlation between a person’s health
condition and his contextual factors. Currently in
Latvia, a doctor’s opinion is the most important
diagnostics aspect for the following functional
disorders – vision, hearing disorders, physical
and somatic diseases. Table 2 describes the types
of functional disorders summarized according to
various sources of information (movement disorder –
Архипова, 2017; Особенности обучения ребенка
с нарушениями опорно-двигательного аппарата в
oбщеобразовательном учреждении, 2012; hearing
disorders - Umbraško, 2016; vision disorders –

Виды нарушений зрения у детей, 2016; somatic
disorders – Neo, Kukreja, 2019).
In the implementation of inclusive education,
it is important to use the insights of psychology,
which would help in organising the study process,
professional development of teachers, classification
of students etc. (Hick, Kershner, & Farrell, 2009). A
methodology of the development assessment criteria
and individual evaluation of children with functional
disorders was elaborated in Latvia in 2016 (Bērna
ar funkcionāliem traucējumiem attīstības vērtēšanas
kritēriju un individuālā izvērtējuma metodika, 2016).
The assessment of a child’s development includes
4 spheres: 1) physical development (refers to child’s
abilities to act by using his movements , including the

Types of functional disorders (Authors’ design)
Functional
disorders

Distinctive features

Table 2

Schools where they
study

Movement Movement disorders can be caused by: 1) congenital disorders; Latvian schools
disorders 2) congenital pathologies of the locomotor system; 3) acquired diseases with the respective
and damages of the locomotor system – traumatic injury of brain, educational code
spinal cord. Types of movement disorders – infantile cerebral paralysis;
poliomyelitis.
Visual
disorders

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Nearsightedness or myopia – light rays focus in front of the retina, as Stradzumuiza
Secondary
a result the objects appear blurry.
Farsightedness is an anomaly of the eye refraction, when parallel Boarding School
rays after refraction in the eye optical system are transferred to the
retina in a converging state but not yet crossed in one point – focus.
Strabismus is a lack of coordination between the eyes, which causes
the loss of binocular vision.
Astigmatisms is a visual disorder, blurry near or far vision, however,
the problem is usually more often experienced with far vision.
Amblyopia (lazy eyes) – decrement of visual acuity in one or both
eyes, which cannot be corrected neither with glasses, nor with contact
lenses and which is connected with structural changes in the eye.

Hearing
disorders

Three types of hearing disorders are mentioned: 1) conductive – reduced
ability to hear sounds or faint and soft sounds; 2) neurosensory – damages
in the inner ear (Cochlea) or in the nerves tract from the inner ear up to the
brain, this kind of disorders are incurable; 3) mixed damages of both the
external and/or middle portion of the ear and of the inner ear. The degrees
of severity are distinguished as follows: a) mild hearing loss; b) moderate
hearing loss; c) severe hearing loss and deafness.

Somatic
symptom
disorders

According to the main medicine concept, a human being is one In Latvian schools
integral organism, which should be cured as one whole. It is based on a with the respective
biopsychosocial model of health and illness, which defines that the origin educational code
of various psychosomatic disorders and diseases is affected by 3 factors:
biological (innateness, physical and chemical irritants, microorganisms
etc.); mental (personality, mood, emotions etc.); social (relationships at
work, home, life changes etc.).
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activities of daily living); 2) intellectual development
(refers to child’s abilities to understand, think,
remember information and the ability to make and use
reasoning); 3) social skills (refer to a child’s ability
to cooperate with others (peer and adults) in home
environment and outside of it); 4) behaviour (refers
to a child’s abilities to act and express himself). Each
sphere consists of a mixture of certain criteria and
markers.
The markers are measured according to a 4-point
evaluation system: a) not applicable in the assessment
of the child (n/a); b) demonstrates a pronounced
developmental delay considering the child’s age
(1); c) demonstrates a partial developmental delay
considering the child’s age (2); d) demonstrates
the development corresponding to the child’s age
(3); e) demonstrates the development exceeding the
average markers of the child’s age (4). A pronounced
developmental delay means a child is not functioning
in accordance with his age in certain spheres, including
the respective sphere, and demonstrates serious delay
in the development of physical, mental, behavioural
and social skills. If the average level of markers
is 1.0-1.9 in all or almost all spheres, emergency
support must be ensured to such a child. A partial
developmental delay means a child demonstrates a
delay in the development of some physical, mental,
behavioural and social skills. If the average level
of markers in these spheres of development is 2.02.9, it means that the child needs a specific support.
Development corresponding to the child’s age means
that the child is functioning in accordance with the
average markers of physical, mental, behavioural and
social skills development relevant for his age group.
If the average level of markers in these spheres is 3.03.9, the child does not need any support in his physical
and mental development. Development exceeding
the average markers of the age in physical, mental,
behavioural and social spheres is the optimal level.
If the average level of markers is 4.0, it demonstrates
that the child is properly functioning and means that
the child exceeds the average markers of development
relevant for his age. The assessment of children and
students is performed by such specialists as a special
teacher, logopedist, psychologist, physiologist,
social counsellor. The application of the elaborated
methodology will allow for an unbiased examination
and characterisation of the group, which will
further contribute to rendering support to children
and students with functional disorders in general
education schools.
The support system for the implementation of
the inclusive education includes (Rozenfelde, 2018):
1) state-organised and state-funded support system;
2) municipality-organised and municipality-funded
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support system; 3) educational institution system.
Having examined Latvian educational institutions,
it can be concluded that a number of education
programmes, also including the programmes for
students with functional disorders, is licensed in small
regional schools, which in this way slightly increase
the number of students and create a possibility for
students to join a general education school closer to
their place of residence. To enable the students with
functional disorders adapt to the environment of a
general education school, they should be supported by
assistants of the respective competence. The essence
of the assistant’s services, as well as the assistant’s
role and functions follow from the term defined in
the Disability Law (LR Valsts kontrole, 2015): “An
assistant – a natural person, who gives assistance to
a person with a very severe or severe level of limited
functioning in performing such activities outside his
or her dwelling, which due to his or her disability
cannot be performed independently, - to get to the
place where he or she is studying, working, receiving
services; to move about and to take care of himself or
herself in an educational institution”. The same person
can give assistance in an educational institution as
defined by municipality and the Disability Law. The
service can be rendered by a natural person who has
a working or personal experience in taking care of
people with disability or the respective education,
or a work experience in the sphere of pedagogy,
psychology, medicine, healthcare and social work.
The total number of disabled children in Latvia is
about eight thousand (Krieviņš, 2018). Among them,
special care is required for 2000 children. These
children qualify for assistants’ services. However,
only one eighth of these children have assistants –
their number varies from 250 to 290 during recent
years (Table 3). In accordance with Table 3, the
number of students in Latvia who need assistants’
services is increasing each year, and, considering
changes initiated in the sphere of education, engaging
of assistants will become more and more topical.
Table 3
The number of people receiving
state-funded assistants’ services
(according to LR Valsts kontrole, 2015)
Years

2013

2014

2015

Number of students
receiving the service

214

245

290

Funding used, EUR

271908

Indicators

490685 626572
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Pros and cons of having family members as assistants
(according to LR Valsts kontrole, 2015)
Involved
party

Table 4

Advantages

Disadvantages

A person
with
disability

A recipient of services feels safer, as a
family member has stronger affection
to the assisted person; a possibility to
receive services during longer hours than
defined; a possibility to make unforeseen
changes in the time schedule; a possibility
to replenish family budget; the service
provider is officially employed.

The service provider is under a constant
control; daily routine is subordinated
to the assistant’s needs; the feeling of
dependence and guilt, as well as emotional
and/or physical violence; social skills
are not promoted, which could require a
more complicated approach and services
in future if a family member will not be
able to give assistance any more.

Assistant
(family
member)

A possibility to control the relative; a
possibility to use additional formal and
non-formal benefits given by the society
to disabled persons; a possibility to feel
indispensable; a possibility to replenish
family budget.

The service provider is exposed to
possible mental and physical overstrain;
impossibility of personal life, feeling of
guilt; loss of professional skills, career
growth.

Funder
(the state)

Less responsibility for the quality of
services; rendering of services does not
directly depend on the amount of funding,
the process of choosing an assistant
and administration of services can be
simplified.

A risk that the service will not reach
its aim; difficult to control the service
quality.

Still not all parents use the assistant’s service, or
such services are provided by a family member, but
the assistant’s services cannot be properly performed
if combined with other work duties.
A state-funded assistant’s services in an
educational institution include the assistance in the
following activities (Kārtība, kādā piešķir un finansē
asistenta pakalpojumu izglītības iestādē, 2012):
moving about in educational institution; performing
self-care (for example, personal hygiene, assistance
in eating, dressing and undressing, clothes sorting);
communication with teachers; making study notes
and preparation of study materials for working with
them; arrangement of study accessories and place of
studies; communication with peer and other people
in the educational institution (for example, during
the brakes and extended day groups, extracurricular
activities etc.); participation in the events organised
in the educational institution, and other services. The
authors’ personal experience shows that the assistant’s
duties are often performed by family members, who
have no proper experience, but the money received for
the services remains in the family budget. It reduces
the possibilities of support for its recipient. With
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reference to the results of international researches
and the experience of other European countries, the
report of a Revision Committee is also pointing at
practical and emotional benefits and drawbacks from
a recipient’s, assistant’s and funder’s perspective (LR
Valsts kontrole, 2015) (Table 4).
Further on, it is advisable to limit rendering of
services by family members, except for individual
difficult cases. A number of international researches
clearly define that hiring a family member as
an assistant can cause and often causes mutual
dependence (European Network on Independent
Living, 2013). A mother (or parents) is not able to
give up her duty to care for her disabled child,
she thinks it is the mission of her life and rejects
categorically a possibility that someone else, except
for her, could be able to ensure proper care for her
child. To avoid this situation, legislation of many
states is deliberately elaborated in such a way to
prevent or reduce the risk of occurrence of such
dependence. It has been established that every third
assistant is an educational institution employee who
performs the assistant’s duties in addition to his direct
work duties (LR Valsts kontrole, 2015). It happens
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because there are no certain competencies, functions
and roles defined for assistants. The assistant’s
functions and duties during a class are not the same
as the functions and duties of a teacher’s assistant.
This is where a conflict appears between the support
rendered to students during a class by the pedagogical
staff and by the assistant.
In inclusive education, the assistant can be a longterm strategy viewed as a systematic approach to the
educational environment of the school focused on
the aim in general, rather than just a local problem
(Староверова, Ковалев, & Захарова, 2018).
Therefore, inclusive education is possible if schools
change their way of thinking; if attitude changes
and the system of teachers’ work is arranged in
a way that would promote the inclusion of every
student (Iekļaujošās izglītības manifests. Kas būtu
nekavējoties jādara?, 2012; Loreman, Deppeler, &
Harvey, 2005; Pētījums par bērniem ar speciālām
vajadzībām sniedzamo atbalsta pakalpojumu izmaksu
modeli iekļaujošas izglītības īstenošanas kontekstā,
2017; Rozenfelde, 2018; VISC, 2017; Пашкова &
Скуднова, 2018). Inclusive education affects all the
stakeholders – children with functional disorders,
their parents, classmates, teachers and everyone
involved in the process of studies – administration
and other subordinated structures. Its aim is to ensure
high quality education for students closer to their
place of residence. In order to achieve the maximum
possible inclusion, alliances must be defined and
persons responsible for a respective student must be
established (Voitkane, 2017). Therefore, the assistant’s
support for students with functional disorders is very
important, but we need to train assistants so that they
could perform their duties in a general education
school efficiently. Considering that the number of
children who need assistants is rather big, we should
think about assistants as a profession standard,
because as it follows from the sources of information
that have been considered, the support team plays an
important role in delivering support to students with
functional disorders, and at the same time there is
currently a big mess in this sphere. It can be based on
the professional standard for assistants giving support
to persons with hearing disorders (VISC, 2010), as
well as on the list of values, knowledge and skills
elaborated for companions - assistants for people with
functional disorders within a cross-border project
(Pavadonis – asistents cilvēkiem ar funkcionāliem
traucējumiem. Pakalpojuma koncepcija, 2013).

Conclusion

Implementation of inclusive education and its
culture is possible subject to changing attitude of the
society towards the people with special needs.

Important role within the context of inclusive
education belongs to the work of a support team,
including assistants, whose services in Latvia are
described in the Disability Law. Despite of this, when
we speak about a support team, we do not speak about
assistants.
In order to optimize the assistants’ support for
students with functional disorders in general education
schools, it is necessary: a) to define professional
competencies of assistants, their functions and roles,
as at the moment they are described in very general
terms; b) to organise training of assistants giving
support for students with functional disorders in
general education schools, as assistants have to know
specific psychological features of such students;
c) to establish the profession of an assistant and to
elaborate the standard of the profession of an assistant
giving support for students with functional disorders
in general education schools.
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